


Abstract 

This dissertation argues that social media constitutes a space for innovation on pre-existing 
forms of narrative resistance dating back to Chile’s military dictatorship (1973-1990), in which 
individual and group memory-work became a salient form of resistance. I argue that online 
Chilean trans subjectivities and social media archives are to some extent mutually constitutive; 
as my interlocutors discover a broad range of trans subjectivities and experiences, they also alter 
their subjectivities in relation both to the platform itself and the communities it makes possible. I 
begin by outlining the long-standing relationship between alternative media and Chile’s LGBTI 
community, theorizing the importance of nontraditional archives as both an analytic and object 
of study, and situating it within the importance of alternative archival culture in post-dictatorship 
Chile. I then theorize the central analytic of the dissertation, the archive of the self. I characterize 
the archive of the self as social and didactic; as an inherent challenge to the putative objectivity 
of hegemonic historical narratives; and dialectically related with the embodied, gendered self.  

The subsequent chapters are organized around terms and concepts that emerged as salient during 
my fieldwork. Historia (History) juxtaposes hegemonic historical narratives of the country’s 
LGBTI movement with personal and archival narratives to position social media as a uniquely 
effective tool for the production of alternative histories. In Siempre (Always), I argue that social 
media has emerged as a tool for questioning, reifying, and maneuvering between teleological and 
counterhegemonic narratives of gender transition, in favor of one that neither follows nor 
disavows either entirely. Calle (Street) explores the meaning of this popular slang word, 
associated with sex work and the country’s travesti population, historically a theme of travesti 
activism and artistic output. In analyzing this phenomenon online, I argue that social media plays 
both an archival and instructive role, simultaneously preserving these histories while also 
preparing younger generations of travestis for the life that may await them. Finally, Animita (an 
informal Chilean shrine) is an ethnographic exploration of online mourning practices. In this 
chapter, I propose the ‘networked animita’ to understand the multiply connected traces of the 
deceased across social media. 
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Prologue: The Archive that never was 

 A few months into my long-term fieldwork, I began attempting to put the wheels in 

motion for the construction of an online archive for Santiago’s trans community, part of my 

original research proposal. Having spoken with many leaders and participants in the community 

and movement, the project had been designed collectively, though ultimately I had been the one 

to apply for funding and attempt to bring disparate groups of activists together. The idea was 

seemingly simple; taking advantage of the fact that many in the community had collections of 

photos, videos, audio recordings, and other ephemera from their personal experiences and the 

movement writ large, we would pool our collective resources in one shared, online space. Given 

the ongoing conversation about the exclusion of trans people and travestis from the historical 

record, the idea was received uncontroversially and generally enthusiastically. Nonetheless, as 

the Spanish idiom goes, “del dicho al hecho hay mucho trecho”—essentially, “easier said than 

done.” 

 Several problems immediately arose in the completion of this project, the first quite 

ironic considering its digital nature: where could twenty or so gender diverse people meet in 

person, safely, and with Internet access? Because of the political nature of any NGO-affiliation, 

my normal meeting space at OTD was an impossibility without alienating the organization’s 

critics: largely trans women and travestis. Available temporary office space rentals were 

prohibitively expensive and required the largely working-class participants to travel great 

distances to a neighborhood where they would not necessarily be welcome. Ultimately, it was 

decided that I would host the first meeting at my shared apartment in Ñuñoa, an inoffensively 

middle-class neighborhood that was home to several metro lines and bus stops. However, this in 
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turn was immediately complicated because of my great desire to not be perceived as “in charge” 

of this project, but rather as one more member of the group. 

 As people started to arrive, it also became clear that the interpersonal and 

interorganizational tensions that dominate the diverse/dissident movement in Chile would not be 

easily forgotten in the name of the project. Having organized the meeting through a Facebook 

event in which the prospective attendees were visible to each other, I received multiple private 

messages from individuals stating that they would love to be involved, but could not attend if 

___ was going to be there. Any resulting archive would ultimately be defined by who chose to 

participate and who abstained, a clear illustration of the subjective, partial, and fragile nature of 

any historical narrative or archive. 

 But the most definitive stumbling block was also illustrative of exactly why I began this 

research. In a moment of ethnographic clarity, I heard one participant say (more or less) “I’m not 

necessarily comfortable sharing my archive with just anyone, and we would have to ask older 

trans people if they’re willing to share their archives.” Something about the attachment of 

possessive pronouns to the archive—my archive, their archives—drove home to me the inherent 

power in controlling an archive and its contents. Potential participants were acutely aware that 

while the relatively inaccessibility of their personal archives was—at the macro level—a 

problem for the writing and preservation of trans history, it was this same characteristic that 

afforded them some measure of control over the content, how it was used, and by whom. For a 

group of people who have continually and systematically been written out of existence in 

Chilean history, this concern is understandable. 

 Nonetheless, I was also aware that disagreements over who owned what archive were 

also colored by the existing tensions among many of the people in the room, as well as the 
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organizations they represented or rejected. Throughout my fieldwork, I observed many 

disagreements, fights, and organizational implosions that were discursively predicated on 

ideological differences, but ultimately seemed to have as much to do with interpersonal enmity, 

camouflaging itself amid higher-minded concerns. 

 For all these reasons, the archive project ultimately failed to materialize. Despite broad 

ideological support and the existence of the necessary resources, we held one more meeting and 

the initiative slowly fizzled away. I begin this dissertation with this “failure,” because it 

ultimately illustrates the political power of archival efforts in Chile, while providing insight into 

the veritable minefield of interpersonal and interorganizational relationships, histories, and 

vendettas that—while somewhat typical of activist communities in general—seemed and seem 

especially emblematic of the Chilean diverse/dissident movement. Dominated by a few select 

voices and organizations all vying for the same resources and support, the movement gives new 

meaning to the phrase “the personal is political.” 

Moments of failure are almost always ethnographically informative, and this one was no 

different. The combination of a history of archival erasure, experiences of violence in response to 

demands for recognition, and the markedly contentious nature of intra-movement relations has 

perhaps increased the importance individual archives over state-sponsored and other “official” 

archives that attempt bring disparate realities together under umbrellas that never truly cover 

everyone.      

 Control of the movement and over how its history will be written are so intimately linked 

as to be almost inextricable, and our group’s inability to move beyond this reality in the name of 

a shared ideal was both disappointing and ethnographically crucial to understanding the immense 
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political power of the archive, especially in a context like Chile, where both resources and 

representation for trans people are in short supply.  

To me, the promise of the archive of the self is that it allows us to understand the 

histories being written every day on social media as at once individually curated and unique, and 

also as a part of a larger whole, though the exact nature of that whole is constantly in flux. That 

is, rather than subsuming individual archives under a curatorial vision that cannot possibly be all-

encompassing, the archive of the self as an analytic invites us to engage iteratively and critically 

with the organizing principles that emerge through both its visible and invisible connections, 

presenting the possibility of understanding these individual archives not as part of one large, 

unquestionable, monolithic whole, but as the result of a potentially infinite number of other 

archives, connected to each other through shared experiences, embodiments, and ontologies. In 

this way, the archive of the self rejects out right the illusion of clean, homogeneous histories in 

favor of a more grounded, complicated view. Making and writing history is a messy, non-linear 

process replete with fits and starts, forward and backward steps, and constantly shifting 

interpersonal and political relationships. That this reality is often obscured by the neat linearity 

of official archives and narratives seems to demand that we engage with them with a healthy 

amount of skepticism. This dissertation—and the analytic it proposes—is an effort to do just that.  
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-Sofía Devenir, Des-ubicá: Memorias de una dinosauria travesti sudaka (2017) 

Introduction 

On November 28, 2018, a few short months after I had returned from long term fieldwork 

in Santiago, Chile, Chilean President Sebastián Piñera signed the long-awaited Ley de identidad 

de género (Gender Identity Law) into law. The law allows Chilean adults (18+) to change their 

legal names and sex markers on all official documentation—most importantly on their state ID 

cards—through a relatively quick and easy process at the Registro Civil (Civil Registry), akin to 

renewing one’s driver’s license at the DMV. Additionally, and after much debate, children over 

the age of 14 can make use of this mechanism with the permission of a parent or guardian. 

Previously, there was no established legal mechanism for this process (Miles 2015); trans1 

 
1 Trans is a culturally situated term that originated in the Global North (Valentine 2007; Stryker 2017) which has 
since gained purchased in what is often referred to as the “global” LGBT right movement. Nonetheless, this word 
means different things to different people in different places (Thoreson 2014), and some reject the term altogether. 
In this dissertation, I employ the term because it is the most widely used term locally to describe people whose 
gender identity does not neatly map on to their assigned gender. In the Chilean context this includes categories 
legible in the Global North like trans women, trans men, non-binary people, as well as subjectivities outside the 
gender binary like travestis (Rodríguez 2013), locas (M. M. González 2014), and camionas (Tapia 2019). 

PORQUE NO PODEMOS 
ENORGULLECERNOS, 
  
NI FESTEJAR UNA HISTORIA DE 
ODIO, DE ASESINATO, 
 
DEBEMOS PROTESTAR, PROTESTAR 
Y QUEMAR ESTA BANDERA 
MANCHADA DE SANGRE TRAVESTI,  
 
DOBLEMENTE DESAPARECIDAS 
JUNTO A LAS MUJERES, LOS INDIOS 
Y LOS ANIMALES. 

BECAUSE WE CAN NEVER TAKE PRIDE 
IN, 
 
NOR CELEBRATE A HISTORY OF 
HATRED, OF MURDER, 
 
WE MUST PROTEST, PROTEST AND 
BURN THAT FLAG STAINED WITH 
TRAVESTI BLOOD, 
 
DOUBLY DISAPPEARED, ALONG WITH 
WOMEN, INDIANS, AND ANIMALS 
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Chileans were forced to appear in court to plead their cases before randomly assigned judges 

demanding vastly disparate quantities and types of “evidence,” a process I explore in greater 

detail in Chapter 3. Given the general importance of bureaucracy and paperwork in the Chilean 

system (Miles 2013)—vestiges of both Spanish colonialism and the authoritarian Pinochet 

years—the inability to alter one’s ID card (carnet) to match one’s appearance has historically 

deprived trans Chileans of access to education, healthcare, employment, and suffrage, among 

many other fundamental human rights.  

Having begun the fieldwork for this dissertation during my Master’s program in 2013—

the year the law was originally introduced to Congress—the glacial pace at which it moved 

through Congress, the formal and informal machinations between activists and legislators, and 

the counter movement it ultimately sparked, coalesce to form the backdrop of this dissertation, 

and to bookend it temporally, to some extent. That is, while the Gender Identity Law is not the 

main focus of this dissertation—nor always the main focus of the activists with whom I 

worked—it existed as a cloud hanging over the movement, influencing interpersonal 

interactions, strategic decisions, and funding choices. Debate over the specificities of the law at 

times united, and at other times divided, the trans and diverse/dissident movements. In optimistic 

moments, it represented the promise of a better future; in other moments, Congress’ refusal to 

pass the law highlighted the anti-trans bigotry with which my interlocutors coped, and cope, 

every day. 

Then-newly reelected President Piñera—at the time serving his second term as the only 

right-wing President in Chile’s post-dictatorship history—was also responsible for ratifying an 

Anti-Discrimination Law in 2012 that provided explicit protections for gender and sexual 

 
Ultimately, my interlocutors are made up of a wide variety of gender identities and expressions who self-identify to 
some degree with the label trans.   



 

 

7 

minorities after the brutal murder of a young gay man, Daniel Zamudio.2 The passage of the two 

seemingly progressive laws under Piñera is surprising, given that the Chilean right wing, made 

up of several parties, has done little to distance itself from the legacy of the country’s former 

military dictator Augusto Pinochet, who installed himself through a coup d’état and ruled Chile 

from 1973 to 1990. The Pinochet regime is often remembered for the sweeping—and ultimately 

disastrous—neoliberal reforms it implemented after taking power (Winn 2006; Silva 2009), as 

well as the thousands of incidents of torture, murder, and forced disappearance it perpetrated 

against its own citizens. However, as I will expand upon in this introduction, the role of 

traditional, Catholic gender normativity represents an often overlooked and crucial part of the 

ideological framework of the regime, and one that has had lasting effects into the present day. 

This seeming dissonance between the ideology and practice of the Right—and more 

broadly the complicated relationship between the legacy of the dictatorship and Chile’s 

diverse/dissident community—has been central to my thinking both during fieldwork and in 

writing this dissertation. These laws represent only two of many instances of unexpected overlap 

between two ideological poles, a tension that has often felt at once omnipresent and 

irreconcilable throughout this process. This is at least partially due to my own history in Chile, 

and the particular set of influences and events that have helped shape my ethnographic 

perspective. 

Notes on terminology 
Activist/sm 
 Having begun the first iteration of this project with a specific focus on traditionally 

understood NGO-based activism, this emphasis has remained an integral part of this project even 

as the argument has drifted and expanded from this initial starting point. As such, I met the vast 

 
2 It is worth noting that this law is widely maligned by the diverse/dissident community in Chile as essentially 
useless in practice, given the restrictions of its application (Campbell 2014). 
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majority of the interlocutors represented in this dissertation in resolutely activist spaces: as 

members of an NGO; participants in roundtables, performances, and workshops; and as street 

protesters. Inevitably, these interlocutors introduced me to others, whose connections to 

organized activism were often difficult to parse or non-existent. Moreover, over the five years in 

which I actively conducted fieldwork for this project, many individuals were promoted within 

their organizations, left one organization for another, or left organized activism altogether. While 

I endeavor not to gloss over this ethnographic texture, the activist nature of the majority of my 

fieldwork and interlocutors is both undeniable and crucial to the framework of this dissertation. 

Thus throughout this dissertation, I write both about trans Chileans and Chilean trans activists, 

signposting this difference where it is particularly salient. 

 Though some of these erstwhile activists left activist spaces altogether, others engaged in 

forms of activism that are not always recognized as such. Activism is much more than street 

protests and NGOs. Anthropologists of activism have increasingly valued forms of camaraderie, 

intersubjective exchange, and affect as equally important to queer activism (Dave 2012), or what 

Cymene Howe (2013) has called “intimate activism.” Building on this work, I understand 

activism—and the subject position of activist—to include a wide variety of inter- and 

intrapersonal acts of individual and collective subjectification, as well as the more traditionally 

understood, public-facing forms of identity-based activism, typical of New Social Movements 

(Pichardo 1997).  

Diverse/Dissident Movement 
Throughout this project, I have wrestled with exactly how to refer to larger movement for 

sexual and gender minority rights in Chile. While the global movement often exists under the 

banner of the “LGBTQ” or “LGBTI” rights, these acronyms overlook a great variety of non-

Anglo-centric dissident subjectivities and political orientations, often glossed as “Queer.” 
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Moreover, the once overtly political nature of the term Queer has been somewhat softened by the 

increasing interchangeability of these terms, as well as the emergence of Queer as both a political 

orientation and an identity category in its own right. Additionally, scholars in and of the Global 

South (Rivas San Martín 2011; Concilio 2016) have increasingly questioned the imperialist 

nature of adopting terms like Queer from the Global North uncritically. 

In the Chilean context, two local terms have emerged to describe this movement, though 

they are often framed in opposition to each other. Diverse/diversity activists are those who 

generally belong to NGO-style groups and focus their activism on institutional and State targets. 

Dissident activists are more radical and anti-institutional, forming loosely organized collectives. 

In some ways, diverse and dissident activism might reasonably be viewed as largely separate 

movements; ideologically and strategically, they often work at cross-purposes. However, despite 

these differences, there is significant ethnographic evidence that they constitute—at least 

abstractly—communities that are generally more alike than the general, cishet3 population. Thus, 

conscious of the fraught and colonial valence of the term “queer” outside the Global North, I use 

the term “diverse/dissident” throughout the dissertation to gesture toward the two poles of a 

movement united by seeking the betterment of the lives of gender and sexually diverse people, 

though through very different strategies. This movement and community includes those who 

would be understood in the Global North as gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans, and intersex, while also 

encompassing subjectivities like travesti, loca, and camiona4, situated identities that do not 

readily translate to the language of the Global North movement. The community also overlaps 

 
3 Cisgender, a person who identifies with the gender assigned to them at birth; and heterosexual, a person who is 
sexually attracted primarily or exclusively to members of the “opposite” gender within a binary gender system; 
Heterosexual: A person whose primary sexual attraction is to people of the opposite gender category within a binary 
system. 
4 The feminine form of the Chilean word for semi truck, this term is used to describe people assigned female at birth 
who are sexually attracted to women and have a masculine gender expression, while not identifying (necessarily) as 
men. 
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with certain segments of the Chilean feminist movement invested in intersectional, trans-

inclusive activism.  

Personal History and Positionality 
I first arrived in Chile through a series of happy accidents in August 2004. Having just 

graduated high school in the small, white, Upper Michigan town in which I was born and raised, 

I was selected to participate as a Rotary Youth Exchange student. Through this program, I would 

spend a year in a foreign country, living with a local host family and attending an extra year of 

high school. Students do not get choose their destination countries outright, but rather are asked 

to rank nearly 90 countries in order of preference. Having studied Spanish throughout high 

school, and because I had become friends with an exchange student visiting from Chile at the 

time, I ranked Chile as number 1, despite knowing very little about the country or its history. In 

those pre-Wikipedia days, I was limited largely to the travel guides on sale at one of two area 

bookstores.  

 Through a process largely unknown to me, I was ultimately sent to Chile, and paired with 

the Valdenegro Galleguillos family, who lived and live in La Serena, the capital of Chile’s 

Coquimbo (IV) region, in the mid-northern region known as the Norte Chico (Little North.) La 

Serena is a culturally and economically important port city and hub of tourism, and sits next to 

Coquimbo, another port and the namesake of the region; though each city had roughly 150,000 

inhabitants at the time I lived there, the cities have since expanded in both population and area to 

become virtually indistinguishable, constituting a metro area of around 400,000 people. Having 

come from a town of about 4000 people, La Serena was to me a massive and intimidating city, 

full of people, customs, and histories I knew nothing about. The idea of navigating Santiago—

my eventual field site—seemed absolutely terrifying at the time. 
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 Because my exchange student application included my experience as a musician, I was 

assigned to the Escuela Experimental de Música Jorge Peña Hen, a short walk from my host 

family’s house, where I attended classes from 8:00 AM to 1:00 PM, with afternoon music classes 

a few days a week5. Though this school was particular subvensionado (“funded private school,” 

akin to a US charter school,) its history made it the perfect place to awaken the critical political 

consciousness of a sheltered 17-year-old from half a world away. Founded in 1964 by composer 

and conductor Jorge Peña Hen, who had also founded the first youth orchestra in Latin America, 

the school is a fixture in the city and known throughout the country. However, this is at least 

partly due to the fate of its founder.  

The ‘60s and early ‘70s were a time of great political upheaval in Chile as in much of the 

world. An increasing class consciousness as well as a vibrant labor movement made possible the 

election of Salvador Allende Gossens, the first freely elected socialist president in the world. A 

combination of blatant US interference, obstruction on the part of the Chilean ruling class, and 

the exacerbation of already extant class stratification of the Chilean populace, led Allende’s 

presidency to a premature and bloody end by military coup. On September 11, 1973, a military 

junta led by General Augusto Pinochet led a violent ouster of the president, firebombing La 

Moneda, the Chilean presidential palace located in downtown Santiago. This coup ultimately led 

to death of Allende—either by suicide or as a result of the bombing, depending on one’s political 

persuasion. It also led to one of the cruelest and deadliest military regimes in modern history, led 

by Pinochet, who proclaimed himself President from 1973 until he was removed by a long-

fought-for plebiscite in 19906.  

 
5 Chilean schools now run on a jornada completa (full day) that lasts roughly from 8:30-4:30, with an hour break for 
lunch. Though initially signed into law in the early 90s, Chilean educational establishments were not officially 
required to implement these changes until 2007. 
6 While the plebiscite took place in 1988, Pinochet’s presidency did not officially end until 1990. 
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During the 17 years of his regime, but especially in the months and years immediately 

following the coup, Pinochet’s forces murdered or disappeared thousands of people in torture 

centers and detention camps scattered throughout private residences and public structures, such 

as the National Stadium, which was used as a makeshift torture and detention camp immediately 

after the coup. As a child growing up in the US, I had only vaguely heard the name Pinochet, and 

had no idea about my government’s direct involvement in sabotaging the Allende presidency, 

organizing the coup, and installing a dictator in Chile. We simply do not learn this history in US 

high schools and, as I would find out, neither did most Chilean students. Had I not landed by 

chance at the Escuela Experimental de Música, I feel quite certain that I would have remained 

largely ignorant to these events.7    

Jorge Peña Hen, the founder of my new high school, had regularly traveled with his 

youth orchestra around the region, including to newly communist Cuba. What had been—under 

Allende—a gesture of socialist solidarity, would ultimately be his downfall. Shortly after the 

September coup, Peña Hen was arrested on charges of having smuggled firearms back into the 

country in his students’ violin cases. Though there was never any concrete proof of this, the 

accusation aligns with the regime’s propaganda campaign known as Plan Z, in which the new 

junta fabricated evidence of caches of weapons supposedly stockpiled by leftist rebels in the 

event of a coup (Jijena Infante 2003; Valenzuela and Valenzuela 2020). On October 16, 1973, 

after being told that he was to be released without charge, Peña Hen was transported from the La 

Serena jail to the city’s military regiment, where he was beaten, tortured, and ultimately shot in 

the head at point-blank range. His execution was part of the Caravana de la muerte (Caravan of 

 
7 It should also be stated that the history of the dictatorship was not an overt part of this school’s curriculum either. 
Rather, the demographics of the students and teachers as well as the school’s history allowed for more open 
discussion of this history in general, though rarely in the classroom. 
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death), a mobile torture and death squad dispatched along the entire length of the country 

immediately following the coup. 

I don’t remember exactly when I first heard this story, but it opened the floodgates of my 

mind to questions I had never known to ask. In speaking with my friends and host family, it 

quickly became clear to me that virtually no one had been untouched by the dictatorship. My 

host father’s brother had been held in that same prison for months, as he had been pursuing a 

degree in history at the time of the coup. My friend Pas’ grandmother—a woman who is not to 

be trifled with—ran a bootleg alcohol operation out of her house, putting her in danger from the 

regime on multiple occasions. Even my host grandmother, at the time a Pinochet supporter, had 

been a student of Jorge Peña Hen, and remarked that “we didn’t know everything we know 

now.” Still others shared stories of family members who had simply (been) disappeared, or who 

had fled the country for exile in Brazil, Sweden, and the United States. 

It was through these early interactions with friends and host family members that I came 

to understand the importance of the dictatorship period in my own ethnography of the Chile of 

the mid-2010’s. I am conscious that this may read like a truism—a historically-informed 

perspective is essential regardless of one’s field context. However, I want to be strident about 

this particular point: virtually everything about contemporary Chile—its system of government, 

its Constitution, its health, education, welfare, and pension systems, even the names and number 

of its regions—would be virtually unrecognizable to a Chilean in 1972. Thus, while this 

dissertation does not take the Pinochet dictatorship and its aftermath as a main object of 

ethnographic inquiry, it must be read against this backdrop. As the recent pre-COVID estallido 

social (social explosion)—in which millions took over the country’s public spaces and 

successfully agitated for an end to Chile’s Pinochet-era constitution—the legacy of the 
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dictatorship is omnipresent in Chilean struggles for social justice, and continues to inform 

political and activist strategies in the present day (Campbell and Haynes 2020). 

 Though I now identify as cis gay man, during my year-long exchange, I wasn’t “out” to 

myself, nor to anyone else. In the grand tradition of music and art spaces, my high school was 

significantly more “open-minded” in this regard than the average La Serena high school; 

nonetheless, there were not to my knowledge any openly diverse/dissident students at the school. 

The US political landscape of the early 2000s had conditioned me to understand the struggle for 

queer rights as a constitutive part of leftist politics, such as I understood them. However, though 

I tended be surrounded both in and out of school by people I knew to be leftists, the topic of 

gender and sexual diversity was almost always either avoided or scorned outright. It was jarring 

to me that in an environment full of seemingly likeminded people, there continued to be great 

discursive disdain for homosexuality, and more generally for behavior that fell outside the 

strictures of the Chilean gender binary.   

It wasn’t until I returned to Chile in college, and then as an MA student at Tulane 

University, that I became more aware of Chile’s diverse/dissident communities and movements. 

This is due at least in part to my increased comfort with my own identity and with inhabiting 

these spaces, as well as my choice to base my MA fieldwork in Santiago, home to more than a 

third of Chile’s 17 million residents, and the epicenter of a wide array of social movements. 

Having conquered my fear of the “big city”—and significantly aided by a change to the city’s 

transportation infrastructure making it more easily navigable for both residents and tourists—I 

began a project that sought to uncover links between the indigenous Mapuche movement and the 

burgeoning diverse/dissident movement, a project that ultimately failed to materialize in my 

extremely short timeline.  
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Nonetheless, this time was invaluable, as it both convinced me to narrow the focus of my 

research to the diverse/dissident movement, and allowed me to begin to establish contacts that 

would ultimately facilitate my eventual PhD research. As I began to get to know the leaders of 

many of the country’s leading diverse/dissident organizations, it became clear to me that the 

trans/travesti movement had a significantly more radical history than the “gay rights” movement, 

and that, in public and political discourse, it appeared to be eclipsing the gay rights movement as 

well. But perhaps what most compelled me to focus my ethnographic eye on the trans/travesti 

movement was the moment I first heard the story of the “locas” of the Plaza de Armas, a history 

that I heard time and time again from older activists—those who had cut their teeth in the anti 

dictatorship movement of the early ‘80s—but that was almost universally unfamiliar to the 

younger activists I encountered.  

The popular retelling of the rise of the diverse/dissident movement in Chile begins in 

1973, the same year of social upheaval that would ultimately oust Allende and install Pinochet. I 

became fascinated by the idea that what is, for some, the trigger moment of a whole movement 

could be lost to history, though participants and witnesses were still alive. This moment drove 

home the fragility of marginalized histories, including those histories my interlocutors were 

living each day. Historically stigmatized, disenfranchised, and deprived of education, the 

trans/travesti community has largely been excluded from the kinds of spaces where history is 

written. However, over the course of the ensuing years, I became aware of the myriad and 

diverse ways that the community has preserved its own history, and continues to do so. This 

moment also underscored the political nature of history and memory. That is, despite the 

importance of archival culture and discourses of memoria (memory) and olvido (forgetting, 
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oblivion) in post-dictatorship Chile, the archive is far from neutral (Derrida 1996); what we 

choose to forget is as important as what we choose to remember.  

1973 
While I will interrogate this history in depth in the following chapter, many activists 

point to April 22, 1973 as the beginning of the modern movement. On this day, roughly 25 locas8 

gathered in Santiago’s central Plaza de Armas to protest the police violence to which they were 

continually subjected9. This first recorded diverse/dissident protest made the covers a few now-

defunct newspapers, only to be uncovered by activist Víctor Hugo Robles—el Che10 de los 

gays—in the national archives after the return to democracy (Robles 2008). Until this 

“rediscovery,” it seems that this protest lived only in the memories of the few surviving locas 

who had been present, preserved only by word of mouth. Though I will complicate the narrative 

of this protest in the following chapter, the collective forgetting of this story—what could have 

been the triggering event of the Chilean movement—must be placed in historical context. To wit, 

1973 was both the year of the first loca protest and, a mere four months later, the beginning of a 

military regime that targeted all things non-normative.  

This temporal coincidence between the timeline of the diverse/dissident movement and 

the Pinochet regime is one of several, a fact that I have consistently struggled to understand 

throughout the many years I have worked on this project. Since my first experiences in Chile as a 

high school student, I have believed that contemporary Chile cannot be understood without 

 
8 Although difficult to translate, loca (the feminine form of the word for ‘crazy’), is used pejoratively to describe 
effeminate gay men, as well as those who engage in cross-dressing or drag. In this particular historical case, loca can 
also be read as synonymous with a gay, trans, or travesti sex worker. 
9 It should be noted that, as I mention above, the brand of leftist thought popular in Chile at the time was not notably 
more accepting of diverse/dissident subjectivities than that of the right wing. Like many socialist icons of the era, 
such as Ernesto “Che” Guevara and Fidel Castro, Allende’s legacy is tarnished by homophobia and transphobia at 
the hands of the state (Acevedo and Elgueta 2009). 
10 As he explained to me in an interview, this is a somewhat ironic reference to Argentinian hero of the Cuban 
Revolution Ernesto “Che” Guevara who, like Fidel Castro, is known to have been quite homophobic.  
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critical engagement with the dictatorship period and its legacy. Nonetheless, there exists a 

commonly held belief that the dictatorship and the diverse/dissident movement in Chile are 

mutually exclusive; that the movement essentially hit pause after the coup, and pressed play 

again in the early ‘90s.  

To some extent, this narrative of the relationship between diverse/dissident activism and 

the dictatorship appears to be true; it became undeniably more difficult and more dangerous to 

exist as a diverse/dissident subject under the Pinochet regime (Rivas San Martín 2012), and 

traditionally understood activism was impossible. While the Allende government was by no 

means an ally to these communities, the military regime was uniquely dedicated to finding and 

eliminating the “non-normative” in all its forms. As such, though these two histories are often 

framed as mutually exclusive, I understand them as deeply entangled, if not in a linear fashion. 

Productive and Destructive Interference 
In order to better understand this relationship, I turn briefly to the world of physics. 

Though I originally depended on a linear, “timeline” model of these two histories—in which one 

event neatly precedes or follows another—I have come to believe that a more productive way to 

think about the relationship between these two historical narratives is through a non-linear model 

patterned after the behavior of interacting light or sound waves, and specifically the concept of 

wave interference. 

Briefly, interference happens 

whenever two waves meet and interact 

in a given medium, and can be further 

subdivided into constructive and 

destructive interference (images taken Destructive Interference 

Constructive Interference.  
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from (“Physics Tutorial: Interference of Waves” n.d.). Constructive interference refers to two 

waves in phase with each other, resulting in a net amplification of the wave. This is illustrated by 

placing two speakers playing the same song immediately next to each other. The net effect is the 

original wave pattern—the original song—but louder. However, destructive interference happens 

when—for example—one of the speakers is moved away from the other; as the speakers move, 

the waves quickly fall of out phase, producing echoes, distortions, and feedback—and sometimes 

total silence—making it difficult or impossible to hear the original wave pattern.  

Understood as wave patterns rather than as timelines, the relationship between the 

histories of Chilean fascism and the diverse/dissident movement becomes clearer. Though at 

discrete moments in Chilean history, these histories seem to invalidate each other, moments of 

silence in one wave or another might be better understood as moments of destructive 

interference: that is, as moments in which the prevalence of one history distorts or drowns out 

the other. However, other moments, such as the heady months between April and September of 

1973 and the virtually simultaneous fall of the regime and rise of the modern diverse/dissident 

activism in the early 1990s, might be better understood as moments of productive interference: 

that is, the interaction of these two waves has the effect of amplifying one or both. As the regime 

came to power, the nascent Chilean diverse/dissident movement was forced further underground; 

as the regime breathed its final breaths in the late ‘80s, and public discourse about a bright future 

abounded, the diverse/dissident community was newly energized in a way not seen publicly 

since 1973, arguably because of the stark contrast with the dictatorship it represented. 

Normative Gender and the Pinochet Regime 
I should emphasize here that the relationship between these two histories I outline above 

is not simply a metaphor for tidying the often messy contours of history. The Pinochet regime 

was particularly invested in a “return” to the “traditional” Chilean family, a heterosexual couple 
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in which the man worked and the woman raised the children, and despite the Chilean Left’s 

almost total rejection of non-normative sexuality and gender identities during this period, the 

Right nonetheless painted the socialists as the party of homosexuals, rendering diverse and 

dissident people particularly easy and tantalizing targets once the regime gained control. In short, 

few on either side would have shed tears for a dead loca. 

Though it is often overlooked in popular discourse around the dictatorship, the moral 

imaginary of the Pinochet regime was dominated by fears about shifting gender roles and their 

putative ties to the radical Left. Though the coup eliminated Allende himself as a threat, his 

policies were still overwhelmingly popular among young people and the working class. As I 

gestured to in the anecdote about my host father’s brother’s imprisonment above, schools and 

universities were often viewed as dangerous hotbeds of revolutionary thought, and both 

instructors and students were under great suspicion from the dictatorship. It is thus unsurprising 

that in the days immediately following the coup, both public and private schools—from primary 

schools to universities—were overrun with military personnel, removing some teachers and 

students for “questioning,” some of whom would never return.  

However, most indicative of the gendered nature of the regime were the obligatory 

buzzcuts performed by members of the military on students who had “patillas y melenas” 

(sideburns and “manes,” or the longer hair popular around the world at the time.) Additionally, 

female students who had, until this point, some autonomy in their choice of school uniform, were 

prohibited from wearing pants and forced to wear dresses or skirts, an edict that survives in many 

schools to this day. A headline on page 7 of the September 19, 1973 edition of La Tercera (one 

of Chile’s newspapers of record) reads Campaña contra los Melenudos de Valpo (Campaign 

against the longhairs of Valparaíso.) The article that follows outlines the mechanics of the mass 
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hair-cutting campaign. “The soldiers, upon finding the first pelucón (man with long hair) force 

him to identify himself, and they only return his ID card if he cuts his sideburns and long hair.11” 

Nonetheless, the front page of the next day’s edition reads, in giant letters, “Women will be able 

to keep wearing pants, and men long hair.” Page 9 of the same edition reads “Melenudos 

hicieron largas colas para cortarse el pelo,” (Longhairs waited in long lines to cut their hair) 

with a subheading declaring “Barbers can’t keep up” (agotados están los peluqueros).  

The article cites government officials who deny the existence of any organized campaign 

of hair cutting, while suggesting that nonetheless the “rumor mill” has made many men feel it is 

“better safe than sorry.” The full page provides useful context to this seemingly innocuous 

article; to its right is a headline reading “[The Government] is reviewing the situation of Marxist 

parties,” a foreshadowing of the illegalization of political parties under the regime, beginning 

one month later with the seven “Marxist parties” who had helped secure the election of Salvador 

Allende (Howe 1973.) Below this article is a short article with the headline “The Rumors aren’t 

True: Women will still be able to wear pants” (Desmienten rumor: Mujeres podrán seguir 

llevando pantalones.) When read together, these articles paint the picture of a country in the 

throes of a full-blown “sex panic” (Lancaster 2011), directly and discursively linked to the 

eradication of the “Marxist threat” and its consequences for the gendered body. 

 In the span of a single news day, this archival evidence from a normally reputable 

newspaper makes clear a few important points. First, as I began to argue above, one of the 

undergirding ideological principles of the regime was the supposed threat of the dissolution of 

the gender binary, manifest in the increasingly unisex styles of dress and hair favored by young 

people at the time. Second, coverage from the days following the coup makes evident the rapidly 

 
11 Beyond the gendered implications of this practice, it provides evidence for the absolutely necessity of a valid 
government ID in order to participate fully in Chilean society. 
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shifting rules of journalism under the new regime. While one day before La Tercera had run a 

standard article about verifiable events—the mass cutting of hair at school throughout the 

country—by the next morning, these same events were framed as “rumors,” allowing the 

dictatorship to continue its campaign of gender normalization while also denying it outright. 

Perhaps most importantly, it calls into question the veracity and reliability of news produced 

under the regime, and underscores the importance of counterhegemonic discourses—such as they 

were possible—on the part of marginalized subjects who did not fit into Pinochet’s imaginary of 

Chile. This anecdote represents a moment of destructive interference—in which non-normative 

gender is subsumed under the omnipresent dictatorship—as well as more literal interference with 

the “free” press on the part of the regime. The regime seems to have produced two simultaneous 

yet mutually exclusive narratives, sowing confusion in the process. 

However, perhaps the most trans-specific example of productive interference concerns 

(likely) the first legally sanctioned change of name and sex markers in Chile’s history. A trans 

woman named Marcia Alejandra had undergone gender confirmation surgery—referred to in the 

press of the time as a “sex change”—in May of 1973, when Chile was still under the leadership 

of Allende and his Unidad Popular (Popular Unity) Party. This surgery took place at the Van 

Buren Hospital, in 2020 still the hospital of reference for gender confirmation surgery—and 

particularly vaginoplasties—in Chile. 

Nonetheless, neither her own self-identification nor the surgery made Marcia Alejandra a 

woman in the eyes of the Chilean state. With no legal mechanism to change her legal name and 

sex, Marcia Alejandra’s operation may in fact have contributed to her marginalization in the 

following months, as she navigated the world with a feminine gender presentation and a 
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government ID card containing both her deadname12 and an ‘M’ for masculino (male.) In 1974, 

the Chilean government under Pinochet granted her the first recorded legally recognized change 

of name and gender marker in the history of Chile.  

Despite the seeming progressiveness and benevolence of this act, according to 

Argentinian scholar Alejandra Carvajal (2018), the Pinochet regime seized upon this situation to 

advance its own ideological agenda of normative gender while simultaneously vilifying the 

previous government. Specifically, media coverage surrounding the event framed Marcia’s legal 

limbo as an example of the reckless and irresponsible Allende government, which had allowed 

her to enter into a position of liminality and precarity, a situation that required the benevolent 

intervention of the regime to correct, making her legally a woman. Carvajal also points out that 

while the US-based LGBT movement eventually drew a stark distinction between homosexuality 

and transness that privileged demands for gay rights over trans rights, due to the emphasis on 

normative gender under Pinochet, narratives of transness fit more easily into the ideological 

structure of the dictatorship. This is by no means to say that trans people enjoyed anything 

approaching full citizenship under Pinochet. Rather, given the choice between homosexuality 

and transness, the regime saw transness as a “problem” that it could more easily “fix.” Though 

not well-known, the Pinochet years saw an expansion of trans-specific services in both public 

and private hospitals, though usually under other names (Ibid) another instance of productive 

interference between the histories of the trans movement and the Pinochet regime. 

Diverse/Dissident Activism in Dictatorship   
Though the historical record shows certain conditions of possibility for trans subjectivity 

under Pinochet, the same cannot be said for the trans movement. However, the popular narrative 

 
12 The name a trans person was assigned at birth, generally not used or written after the person chooses a new name. 
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that diverse/dissident activism ceased under Pinochet is also not entirely correct. Though records 

are understandably spotty, there is evidence of some diverse/dissident organization under the 

regime. Given that street protest was an impossibility even for cishet Chileans, diverse/dissident 

activism under Pinochet took the form of small, clandestine meetings focused more on study and 

self-acceptance than on creating vast societal change (Contardo 2011).  It should be noted that, 

under the oppressive climate of the regime, even these meetings were incredibly dangerous, as 

so-called ‘illicit association’ was regularly and violently punished by the military government. 

Nonetheless, as Cymene Howe (2013) argues, intersubjective exchange and consciousness 

raising often represent important forms of inward-facing activism under authoritarianism. The 

first such group, Grupo Betania, was initially started by gay-identified Christian men seeking to 

reconcile their sexuality with their faith. After this ideological focus produced a fissure in the 

group, in 1981 those who remained renamed themselves Movimiento Integración (Integration 

Movement). Borrowing tactics from the anti-Pinochet resistance, they were organized in cells of 

12 people who met to study, review, and discuss the problems facing homosexuals. In the mid-

80s, about 150 people attended regularly and another 200 or so attended occasionally (Ibid). 

Grupo Betania, primarily made up of gay men, existed alongside Ayuquelén, the first 

known lesbian group in Chile. Ayuquelén, the Mapuche word meaning “the happiness of being,” 

was formed in 1984. Unlike the predominantly gay Grupo Betania, Ayuquelén existed in the 

context of a strong Chilean women’s movement (Agosín 1996; Schild 1994) which, though often 

based in ideas of domesticity, provided a context for the group’s goals. In a 1992 interview, the 

group stated its objectives as “to say that we exist and to question obligatory heterosexuality, to 

bring to feminist discourse a reflection about sexuality and to open a debate about lesbianism 

within the women’s social movement” (Robles 2008, 23).  Much like Grupo Betania, Ayuquelén 
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strove mainly for consciousness raising, eschewing any concrete political demands or interaction 

with the government. 

Finally, there exists only scant evidence of what seems to be the only group to make 

public state-centered demands at the time.  The only mention of the so-called Movimiento por la 

Liberación del Tercer Sexo (Movement for the Liberation of the Third Sex) appeared as a letter 

to the editor of the national, right-leaning newspaper Las Últimas Noticias in 1979 (Contardo 

2011).  This group set forth in its letter a clear, state-centered goal: the repeal of Article 365 of 

the Penal Code, which criminalized sodomy.   

Given the apparent immediate disappearance of the group after the publication of this 

letter, it is difficult to gauge the true character of this organization, or whether it was even an 

organization at all. However, this letter does represent one of only a handful of instances in 

which diverse/dissident voices made any attempt at engaging directly with the regime or the 

public. Unfortunately for them, while Article 365 was eventually modified (though not 

overturned), this did not occur until 1999, well into the return to democracy. Its eventual 

modification was due in large part to the efforts of early activists, many of whom are still active 

in the movement today.  

The Plebiscite, the Transition, and Diversity/Dissidence 
While in power, Pinochet undertook what he referred to as the “Chilean Miracle,” a 

sweeping neoliberal experiment heavily influenced by a group of economists known as the 

“Chicago Boys,” after their alma mater. Throughout the ‘70s and ‘80s, the regime initiated 

drastic reforms, privatizing the majority of Chile’s major industries—perhaps most importantly 

copper—virtually all of which remain privatized today (Vergara Estévez 2005). This same 
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“Miracle” also privatized or fractured the educational system13, the healthcare system, and even 

the pension system14. Virtually every underfunded, understaffed, and underperforming public 

system in contemporary Chile has a privately funded analogue from which only a small fraction 

of Chileans can benefit.  

In 1988, in the context of catastrophic economic figures, an increasingly critical 

international community, and the regime’s growing inability to quell voices of a dissent, the 

Chilean people participated in a mandatory plebiscite15. A majority ‘yes’ vote would give 

Pinochet eight more years in power. Interestingly, even many members of Pinochet’s junta 

favored replacing Pinochet with a civilian to represent the next eight years of the regime, a 

possibility Pinochet dismissed outright. A majority ‘no’ vote would trigger an election the 

following year, in which Pinochet would face an as-yet-unnamed opposition candidate.  

 The pro-Pinochet ‘Sí’ campaign, among many scare tactics, returned to a tried and true 

scare tactic: the supposed anti-family, pro-homosexual character of the Left. In one popular 

pamphlet that circulated in the leadup to the plebiscite, we see two photos juxtaposed. The first 

depicts the lines for rations that became emblematic of Allende’s Chile as the CIA—in 

collaboration with the Chilean military—intercepted, diverted, and stockpiled staple foods to 

create the illusion of scarcity. The second photo shows a man, presumably Cuba’s Communist 

 
13 It should be noted that for over a decade, this unequal system has been the target of massive, annual protests by 
university and high school students across Chile, who have forced the national government to institute changes that 
will gradually lead to free access to state education for all Chileans, though the discussion is ongoing (Palacios-
Valladares 2016; Stromquist and Sanyal 2013). 
14 Pension reform also became a key aspect of the “No Más AFP” protests that help to ignite the summer of social 
unrest in 2019 known as the “Estallido Social” (Bugueño and Maillet 2019).  
15 Voting rights went through significant transformation in the years, guaranteeing the suffrage rights of the illiterate 
and lowering the minimum voting age from 21 to 18. However, voters were still required to register to vote initially 
(Cruz Coke 1984). Thus, the “obligatory” nature of the plebiscite applied to those Chileans who had registered to 
vote before the coup, and those who chose to register in order to vote in the plebiscite. Registered voters were 
required by law to vote in elections (or face a fine) until 2009, when the government of then-president Piñera 
reformed the system to make registration automatic and suffrage voluntary. The Chilean populace continues to 
exhibit low voter turnout, however, pointing to a larger distrust of the country’s electoral system (Canales 2015). 
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then-leader Fidel Castro, dancing joyfully with another man16. The caption plays on a double 

entendre in Chilean Spanish: cola, in its feminine form, literally means ‘tail,’ and is the most 

common way to refer to a line or a queue in Chile. The word in its masculine vernacular form—

el cola—is a common slur used against “effeminate” homosexuals, travestis, and other feminized 

diverse/dissident subjectivities17. Thus the caption 

in full reads “So that neither the (bread) lines nor 

the queers (colas) return, vote yes.” This pamphlet 

draws a direct connection between a supposed 

return to Allende’s socialist Chile—a possibility 

that was not at this point even on the table—and a 

“return” to an imagined, sexually licentious, anti-

family Chile. Given the importance of both the 

gender binary and the figure of the nuclear family 

in Chilean culture at the time, it is easy to see how 

this ad might have resonated even with Chileans 

who were not staunchly pro-regime. 

 Conversely, the ‘No’ campaign—based on popular advertisements of the time—chose to 

center its message almost entirely around the slogan “Chile, la alegría ya viene” (Chile, 

happiness is on the way.) To spread this message, the campaign produced TV spots with a catchy 

theme song that depicted groups of happy workers, people dancing in the streets, families at a 

 
16 Here it is important to notice that, despite this image, the Castro regime violently and purposefully persecuted 
(especially) male homosexuals (Ocasio 2002)   
17 The word cola has since been reappropriated by many in the diverse/dissident movement, though it remains a slur 
when used by someone outside the community. 
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picnic, people riding horses in the Chilean countryside, and a theater group composed of dancers 

and mimes. The second verse of the song proclaims: 

 

Coincidentally, though there was no overt representation of diverse/dissident Chileans in 

these ads, the ‘No’ coalition chose a modified rainbow as their symbol, a nod to the diversity of 

Left and Center-Left parties that had banded together to defeat the regime. Thus while 

diverse/dissident sexualities and genders were not an explicit part of the future Chile imagined 

by either side, the imagery of the ‘No’s’ was overtly 

inclusive of diversity (in the literal sense of the word) 

providing at least a glimmer of hope that the post-Pinochet 

future for Chile diverse/dissident population might be better 

than their present circumstances.  

Despite the climate of fear central to the discourse 

of the Right—and the very real threat of retaliation by the Pinochet regime in the event of a 

‘Yes’ vote, the ‘No’s’ won the plebiscite, triggering the electoral end of the regime the following 

Porque nace el arco iris después de la 
tempestad 
 
Porque quiero que florezcan mis maneras de 
pensar 
 
Porque sin la dictadura la alegría va a 
llegar! 
 
Porque pienso en el futuro, voy a decir que 
no! 
 

Because after the storm there is a rainbow, 
 
 
Because I want a thousand ways of thinking 
to blossom, 
 
Because without the dictatorship, happiness 
will arrive, 
 
Because I’m thinking about the future, I’m 
going to say no! 
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year.  The period immediately following the plebiscite—between Pinochet’s defeat and the 

installation of a new, democratically elected president—is known as La Transición (The 

Transition). Though the influence of the regime remained palpable during this period, it was also 

a moment of immense possibility, in which previously impossible or dangerous forms of 

activism and art proliferated. 

Sexual and Gender Diversity/Dissidence in the Transición 
Perhaps most emblematic of what we might recognize as diverse/dissident expression in 

this period are Pedro Lemebel and his artistic partner, Pancho Casas. Their performance duo, Las 

Yeguas del Apocalípsis18, became known for its overtly dissident and anti-dictatorship 

performative protests during the Transition. Las Yeguas were among the most well-known locas 

to engage in public demonstrations during and immediately after the dictatorship. Las Yeguas 

drew inspiration from this temporally liminal period in Chilean history, between dictatorship and 

democracy, in their public performances. One of the Yeguas’ most well-known public 

interventions was a 1989 “maricueca.”  In their performance Lemebel and Casas, dressed in 

sparse drag, danced a cueca19 barefoot on a map of the Americas covered with broken Coca-Cola 

bottles (Robles 2008), and accompanied only by recordings of their beating hearts playing 

through headphones, so that the audience observed them dancing in total silence.  

  The cueca, Chile’s national dance, is generally danced by a man and a woman, imitating 

the courting ritual of a rooster and a hen. while still in the throes of the dictatorship, Chilean 

women from the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (Group of Family 

Members of the Detained/Disappeared) invented a form of protest called la cueca sola (the 

 
18 Literally “Mares of the Apocalypse.” The name arose during the onset of the HIV/AIDS crisis in Chile, and is a 
play on words with both the biblical “Knights of the Apocalypse” and the popular slur for promiscuous women and 
feminine homosexual men, “yegua.” 
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lonely cueca) (Rojas Sotoconil 2009). In these public performances, women—dressed in black 

and displaying a photo of their lost loved one(s)—danced their half of the cueca, generally to 

lyrics written specifically about the disappearances occurring in Chile. Given the specific steps 

of the cueca, the awkward physicality of the cueca sola drew attention to its own impossibility. 

Although it was one of many artistic protests that occurred as the dictatorship reluctantly 

relinquished power (Thompson 2020), this cueca stands apart both for its direct criticism of 

colonialism and its ties to the Pinochet regime, as well as for its overtly sexually dissident nature. 

Dancing as they cut their feet on broken Coca-Cola bottles, a globally legible symbol of the 

“success” of both US capitalism and globalization, Lemebel and Casas called attention not only 

to the substantial role played by the United States in the 1973 coup, but also to the overarching 

narrative of endless privatization, neoliberalism, and “progress” the dictatorship espoused. 

Additionally, through their very appearance as two men dancing together, and because the duo 

was unabashedly and publicly loca, Las Yeguas drew attention not only to the silenced voices of 

the desaparecidos, but also to those silenced by the Chilean state’s historical repression of 

diversity/dissidence (Contardo 2011) and indigeneity both before and during the dictatorship. 

Finally, the performance of a somber, cueca was an overt reference to the cueca sola, legible as 

critique of the regime and its policy of extrajudicial killings and disappearances. 

Truth for Some, Reconciliation for None 
On March 11, 1990, Patricio Aylwin—a member of the center-Left Christian Democrats 

party—took office as the first democratically elected Chilean president since the ouster of 

Allende in 1973. As was happening across much of Latin America (Schlunck 1997), the Chile of 

the 1990s was—in theory—attempting to reckon with the violence of the past and trace a path 

forward under the banner of “Truth and Reconciliation.” The Rettig Report (1996) released in 

1991, the year after the return to democracy, officially recognized few more than 2,000 cases of 
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torture at the hands of the regime, and rejected roughly another thousand. While this report 

resulted in a few dozen arrests and convictions, a Pinochet-era law protecting those involved in 

human rights abuses between 1973-1978 from prosecution meant that the abuses committed in 

the early years of the regime—significantly more numerous as well as much more sadistic—

could not be prosecuted. Pinochet also retained a role in the Chilean government as a senador 

vitalicio (senator for life). This, combined with the incredibly recent return to democracy with 

the Aylwin’s election, undoubtedly intimidated many of those who might otherwise have come 

forward for the initial report. This is borne out in the Valech Report (2015), originally published 

in 2005, and briefly reopened in 2010 to examine more cases. In total, The Valech Report 

recognized more than 40,000 cases (Comisión Nacional sobre Prisión Política y Tortura 2015), 

with more than 8000 additional cases being rejected due to the specificities of the committee’s 

mandate (for example, the abuses must have taken place within an official, state-run, torture 

facility.) 

Importantly, both official “Truth and Reconciliation” reports studiously avoided any 

inquiry about—or mention of—anti-diverse/dissident, gender-based, or ethnically-motivated 

violence at the hands of the regime (Hiner 2010). This archival exclusion is at once indicative of 

the regime’s ultimate success in downplaying its anti-diversity/dissidence tactics, and explicative 

of the kinds of archival activism that became a constituent part of the growing diverse/dissident20  

movement post-dictatorship. In a climate in which memory-based activism in general was 

positioned as a crucial part of the truth and reconciliation process (Gómez-Barris 2008), archival 

activism became even more important for those sectors of society who had yet to see themselves 

reflected in the historical record under any government. That is, while I am hesitant to draw a 

 
20 Though I use this term here for consistency, the early movement was most often referred to simply as the gay 
rights movement or the homosexual movement. 
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direct causal link between this specific moment of exclusion and eventual activist tactics, the 

general proliferation of memory work in the Chile of the 1990s—and general exclusion of 

diverse/dissident Chileans from this work—made it a logical and effective choice for the nascent 

movement. 

Movilh Histórico and the Contemporary Movement   
 Though the end of dictatorship is often framed as the beginning of the contemporary 

diverse/dissident movement in Chile, its lingering legacy was—paradoxically—also the 

inspiration behind Chile’s first public diverse/dissident protest since April 1973. In 1991, Chile’s 

putatively oldest continually run gay rights organization, Movilh21 (Movimiento de Liberación 

Homosexual o Movement for Homosexual Liberation,) was formed, and what began as a space 

of community and sociality quickly transformed into one of activism. Given the context of Chile 

in 1991—the fragile return to democracy, the HIV/AIDS crisis (which had been actively ignored 

by the regime since the first known case in 1984), and homo/transphobic laws prohibiting 

sodomy and offenses against la moral y las buenas costumbres (morality and good behavior), 

Movilh could have chosen any one of these issues as their rallying cry. And though all of these 

issues eventually formed part of the organization’s demands, their first public protest took place 

in 1992, under the slogan “Por nuestros hermanos caídos, movimiento de liberación 

homosexual” (For our fallen brothers/siblings, Homosexual Liberation Movement. Importantly, 

this first act of protest occurred in the context of a march commemorating the first anniversary of 

the Rettig report, from which—as discussed above—anti-diverse/dissident violence was 

excluded entirely. 

 
21 As will become clear, virtually all of the original members of Movilh would leave due to personal and political 
differences with its now-President Rolando Jiménez. As such, activists tend to refer to the original Movilh as 
“Movilh Histórico (Historic Movilh), and the organization’s current iteration as simply Movilh. 
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 So it is that, even as the dictatorship ostensibly became a thing of the past, the productive 

interference of its legacy in the years immediately following the plebiscite opened a small 

discursive space into which demands for justice could be inserted. Movilh’s chosen slogan for 

their intervention is indicative both of the language surrounding social justice at the time—

rooted in the torture, murder, and forced disappearance of thousands of Chileans—and is also a 

direct result of the participation of these early Movilh activists in the protests that ultimately led 

to the return to democracy. As such, the Chilean diverse/dissident movement and the Pinochet 

dictatorship are revealed again to be both at odds with each other and inextricably linked. Not 

surprisingly, the particular shape of the eventual movement is in many ways a direct result of the 

dictatorship and its aftermath. 

An Activist Genealogy  
 Ironically, though Movilh’s first public intervention was a direct appeal for the inclusion 

of anti-diverse/dissident violence among the officially recognized crimes of the regime, the 

organization’s internal politics quickly became exclusionary in their own right. What had begun 

as a space for homosexuales, as all sexually diverse and dissident people were referred to at the 

time, the original members I spoke with expressed unanimously that it became increasingly 

focused on the rights of cisgender gay men, the more contemporary meaning of the word 

homosexual in Chile. Though the HIV/AIDS epidemic was ravaging the community, Movilh 

resisted calls from its membership and the larger community to focus on the crisis, choosing 

instead to advocate for the repeal of Article 365, the Chilean anti-sodomy statute. As I have 

explored elsewhere (Campbell 2014), hegemonic masculinity has historically been a powerful 

tool for the gay rights movement in Chile, and especially for Movilh, granting them access to the 

halls of power under both Left and Right-wing governments. This pattern was replicated in the 
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creation of Fundación Iguales, an organization with direct ties to Right-wing politicians and the 

Chilean political class more generally, in 2011. 

 As such, many of the original members of the organization left, some of whom formed 

the Centro Lambda in 1993, eventually joining more ex-members to become MUMS 

(Movimiento Unificado de Minorías Sexuales or United Movement of Sexual Minorities) in 

1997, which in turn ultimately changed its name again but kept its acronym. The group that 

would eventually become Acción Gay—another predominantly male organization—actually 

began its HIV/AIDS work in 1987 under Pinochet, necessitating a health focus rather than an 

overtly identitarian, gay focus. As such, Acción Gay didn’t become a specifically gay rights 

group until around 2000. 

 The invisibilization of non-cisgender gay experiences in Movilh Histórico and—to a 

somewhat lesser extent—in its offshoots, combined with the importance of hegemonic 

masculinity and the nuclear family to both the regime and the governments of the Transition, 

made it difficult for lesbian, bisexual, and trans activism to flourish in the same way. Though as 

mentioned above, Ayuquelén was formed as the first lesbian group under Pinochet, lesbians 

gradually found themselves more welcome in the burgeoning Chilean feminist movement of the 

1990s. This gendered division persists to this day, though some of these activists formed the 

aptly named Rompiendo el Silencio (Breaking the Silence) in 2002. One such space, La Casa de 

la Mujer la Morada (The “Dwelling” Women’s House), was founded by another anti-Pinochet 

activist, Margarita Pisano. Though it appears to have been a somewhat trans-inclusive space, the 

second-wave idea that trans women were “born men” ultimately excluded them from being full 

participants in this space, a point I return to in Chapter 4. 
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 The first legally recognized trans/travesti organization was (and is) Traves Chile, a group 

that was initially formed to advocate on behalf of trans women and travestis in general, but has 

since narrowed its focus primarily to the rights and care of the oldest members of this 

community, who often live in extreme precarity. For example, in 2018 the organization funded 

and inaugurated Latin America’s first dedicated mausoleum for trans people in Santiago’s 

General Cemetery. Because of their often extreme poverty and lack of biological familial 

conventions, Chile’s oldest generation of trans people often end up in paupers’ graves, interred 

by the city at the lowest possible cost. This noble project notwithstanding, TravesChile, like 

Movilh before it, also splintered as a result of political and personal differences that will become 

evident throughout this dissertation. The members who left founded the Sindicato de Trabajoras 

Sexuales Amanda Jofré (the Amanda Jofré Sex Workers’ Union), which is also now has a 

separate, legally recognized NGO arm. Though trans women and travestis are without question 

the most marginalized members of the community in relation to their quality of life, they have 

historically been legible in Chilean society (Contardo 2011)—for better or worse—which cannot 

be said for trans men.  

 While some trans men found space within segments of the feminist movement, the first 

organization to advocate significantly on behalf of trans men in Chile was OTD (Organización 

de Transexuales por la Dignidad de la Diversidad or Organization of Transexuals for the 

Dignity of Diversity), formed in 2005 in Rancagua, a small city located about an hour’s drive 

south from Santiago. During this period, OTD’s activism was targeted primarily at infrastructural 

changes in and around Rancagua, and the organization developed a model for trans-specific 

healthcare in Chile that would eventually inform policies across the country. Significantly, OTD 



 

 

35 

fought for the inclusion of several anti-trans violence cases in the Valech Report, though they 

were ultimately unsuccessful. 

 When I first began working with OTD in 2013, they were in the process of redirecting 

their advocacy toward what would eventually become the Gender Identity Law. They were also 

in the middle of a dramatic organizational fissure which would ultimately result in the ouster of 

the group’s president/founder Andrés Rivera and the organization’s definitive move to Santiago. 

Like Movilh Histórico and today’s Movilh, OTD reemerged under the same acronym but with a 

different meaning; OTD now stands for Organizando Trans Diversidades (Organizing Trans 

Diversities.) Additionally, the group now calls itself OTD Chile, gesturing toward their increased 

involvement in regional and global activist networks. 

 In the years I’ve spent studying the dynamics of the constantly shifting diverse/dissident 

activist movement in Chile, I have often struggled with how to address its fractured nature in a 

productive way; on the ground it can often feel like much of the infighting between organizations 

(and within them) is rooted in personal enmity rather than ideological disagreement. Those 

activists who have been involved in the movement since its early days often have long and 

complicated histories with each other, and the line between personal and political differences is 

often blurry. To be sure, there is much personal animosity between individuals and organizations 

that has nothing overtly to do with the cause of diverse/dissident rights. Nonetheless, with the 

benefit of distance, the thread connecting these moments of rupture is ultimately a pervasive 

feeling of exclusion and invisibilization, first from outside the community and then, increasingly, 

within it.  

Ultimately, then, what is at issue in the diverse/dissident movement in Chile is one 

fundamental question: Who writes history? The continual battle for leadership, funding, and the 
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ear of the political class is, at its core, a struggle for inclusion in the histories being written in 

real time. For a population that has historically suffered an erasure so severe that records and 

accounts predating the ‘90s are incredibly rare, this anxiety seems justified. Moreover for those 

who are also marginalized within the movement—trans, travestis, lesbians, bisexuals, and non-

binary people—the hope of a new era for equal rights with the fall of the dictatorship quickly 

devolved into internal replications of the systemic, gendered power structures that governed the 

larger society. This dynamic is ultimately the inspiration behind this dissertation. I ask, given 

almost total exclusion from mainstream media and state sanctioned archives, can the social 

media technologies that have penetrated virtually every corner of Chilean society be understood 

as tools for writing counterhegemonic histories? Moreover, what effect do these technologies 

have on the self-perceptions of their users? That is: how are we defined, and how do we define 

ourselves, by the stories we tell on- and offline?  

The Evolution of Chilean Media Infrastructure 
 I’d like to return for a moment to the comment my host-grandmother made above, when I 

asked her about her experiences as both a former student of Jorge Peña Hen and an eventual 

Pinochet supporter. Her response was something like, “we didn’t know everything we know 

now.” I have long struggled to reconcile the kind, smart, courageous woman who still calls me 

her nieto regalón (spoiled grandson) 15 years later, with her support of a dictatorship that has 

since become known as one of the bloodiest in modern history. Her response to my question 

signaling a fundamental lack of information—though often dismissed by the Left as willful 

ignorance—is more illustrative than it might first appear. 

 The Chile of the 1970s was one in which one’s news sources were limited to the radio, a 

few local and national newspapers, and perhaps television news, as TVs began to make their way 

into more Chilean homes. Literacy rates were between only 80% and 90% of the adult 
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population at the time of the coup (Carr-Rollit 2017), eliminating written sources of news as an 

option for many Chileans. All other information would have been passed on by word of mouth, 

overheard at the market, or reported by a friend who had a pituto, a useful connection. Though an 

Allende-era project sought to create a proto-Internet for instantaneous communication between 

the government and the people (Medina 2011), this system ultimately did not materialize before 

the coup and was never completed.  

Pinochet was known for his particularly secretive government, as is often the case with 

authoritarian leaders. Beyond tight control over what could be broadcast over Chilean airwaves, 

the regime also banned a wide variety of books—especially those produced outside of Chile—

and instituted a 19% tax on books that persists today, making recreational reading the exclusive 

domain of the rich. The message from the Pinochet regime was clear and unified: the only valid 

source of information about the regime was the regime itself. For example, for many the choice 

to support Pinochet was directly linked to the sudden reappearance of previously “scarce” items 

such as bread and milk in mere hours and days following the coup, and the (ultimately 

temporary) stabilization of the Chilean currency (Kornbluh 2013). Additionally, though more 

than a third of the country’s population now lives in the Santiago metro area, and though even 

more Chileans live in or near a major population center, at the time of coup roughly 25% of 

Chile’s population was classified as “rural,” (Trading Economics 2020)  raising the question of 

the actual reach of even the scant information available. Chile’s upper class was similarly 

insulated, though not by physical distance. Given both the dearth of independently produced 

information and the deep classism that divided the country even more than today, it seems likely 

that a certain segment of the population was able to resume their normal lives without asking too 
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many questions, unlikely to experience the worst of the regime personally (I suspect this is the 

case of my host grandmother.) 

 This stark divide in experiences of the Pinochet regime is both generational and class-

based, and has led to two competing versions of history that often make dialogue between the 

two groups virtually impossible. Both Allende and Pinochet have been essentially canonized by 

their respective followers; Allende as the visionary whose dreams for Chile’s future were cut 

short by both internal and external interference in a freely elected government, and Pinochet as 

the brave general who recognized the danger Allende’s agenda posed for the future of Chile and 

did what was necessary, if not always palatable or legal. This ideological chasm, while certainly 

somewhat due to differences in class, race, gender, and political affiliation, is also due in large 

part to both the regime’s strict control of information and the structural and material limitations 

of the information technologies accessible to different sectors of society at the time.  

In 2020, several decades into the Internet age, and with the popularization of social media 

and smart phones in the late 2000s, this reality is increasingly difficult to remember. In the past 

decade, we have seen how these technological and communicative advantages have 

fundamentally changed the ways we access, interpret, and spread news, allowing for the 

instantaneous capture and spread of information, images, and videos that otherwise might never 

have seen the light of day. In the context of a Chile with few options for media free from the 

oversight of the regime, Chilean society’s socioeconomic and geographical stratification meant 

that only those who lived the abuses firsthand—or were willing and able to do independent 

research—had direct knowledge of the worst actions of the dictatorship. Thus, while I ultimately 

feel that ardent Pinochet supporters willfully ignored—and continue to ignore—the objective 

illegality and cruelty of his regime, it is also crucial to acknowledge the fundamentally different 
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technological and communicational structures in place at the beginning of the regime, and their 

intersections with pre-existing societal divisions.  

Nonetheless, the return to democracy did not herald—at least initially—significant 

changes in this regard. Though the mainstream media no longer feared the direct editorial 

interference of the government, both sodomy and infractions against “morals and good behavior” 

remained criminal offenses that were often punished as such. The de facto and de jure illegality 

of most forms of sexual and gender diversity or dissidence meant that discourses in the 

mainstream media of the time—newspapers, radio and television shows, and eventually the 

Internet—almost exclusively framed diverse/dissident people and practices as aberrant and 

criminal. Additionally, as mentioned above, the HIV/AIDS epidemic raged as the government 

remained silent, resulting in a sudden of proliferation of terrifying headlines about the then-

called “gay cancer” and its link to immoral sexual practices (Garrido and Barrientos 2018). The 

Catholic Church, influential in resisting the Pinochet regime, also viewed the 1990s as a time of 

great moral decline (Robles 2008), resulting in even more vocal recriminations of sexual diverse 

and appeals for a return to the traditional, heteropatriarchal family. However, this uptick in anti-

diversity/dissidence also had positive repercussions for the movement; by their mere presence in 

mainstream media discourse, recriminations of gender and sexual diversity opened up both a 

mediatic and societal space in which activists could respond (Foucault 1990), an example of 

productive interference under the guise of destructive interference. 

 The structurally unequal access to information my interlocutors faced quickly emerged as 

salient in my preliminary fieldwork with trans activists, though not in a linear fashion. As I will 

explore in great depth in Chapters 1 and 3, early life history interviews with my interlocutors 

revealed the tangible results of this politics of secrecy concerning transness in the lives of trans 
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people; namely, many grew up thinking they were completely alone in their gender diversity. My 

interlocutors—especially those coming of age in the last two decades—indicated that social 

media like YouTube and Facebook were instrumental both in facilitating their awareness of a 

larger community and in providing them with a blueprint for a possible future. In much the same 

way that a historian might turn to a traditional, brick-and-mortar archive, Chile’s trans 

population has built—individually and collectively, consciously and unconsciously—an archive 

of transness in modern Chile on social media. In the absence of any official state archives, 

structural supports, or even legal recognition of their existence, they have done what 

marginalized communities have historically done—they built their own parallel system for 

writing and preserving their histories, what I call the ‘archive of the self,’ theorized in depth in 

Chapter 1. 

Field Site and Research Methods 
 I engaged in traditionally understood, on-the-ground ethnographic fieldwork for this 

dissertation between 2013 (while still pursuing my MA at Tulane University) and 2018. Between 

2013 and 2016, I conducted preliminary ethnographic fieldwork over periods of six to eight 

weeks each summer, culminating in 12 months of long-term ethnographic fieldwork beginning in 

September 2017 and ending in August 2018. My primary field site was Santiago, the capital of 

Chile, a city of more than 5 million people, with another million living in the metro area. Given 

Chile’s total population of around 17 million, santiaguinos (residents of Santiago) make up 

roughly a third of the country’s total population. Chile has historically understood itself as made 

up of criollos (people of mixed indigenous and European ancestry) and indigenous people (most 

notably the Mapuche, the original residents of central and southern Chile) (Barandiarán 2012; 

Tijoux 2014). Additionally, the country has a long—if buried—history of immigration from east 

Asia (primarily China and Japan) to construct raildroads, and the former Ottoman empire, most 
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notably present-day Palestine and Lebanon. During the period of my fieldwork, due to a 

combination of political and economic instability in the Caribbean and—until recently—

relatively welcoming immigration laws, the demographics of the capital and Chile more 

generally have shifted again to include sizeable Venezuelan, Colombian, and Haitian 

communities.  

 As my first experience in Chile was almost entirely confined to “the provinces,” when I 

began fieldwork in the capital I was acutely aware of the cultural rift between Santiago and the 

rest of the country, perhaps best exemplified by the hashtag #SantiagoNoEsChile (Santiago is not 

Chile), which seeks to draw attention to the marked disparities in resources and opportunities 

between santiaguinos and provincianos. Both national and international media often extrapolate 

events in the capital as representative of the whole country. Especially in a country as 

geographically dispersed as Chile—it is the longest (including Antarctic claims), narrowest 

country in the world—this becomes especially problematic. 

 Nonetheless, given this extant centralization of so many Chileans in Santiago, it is 

undoubtedly the center of many of the country’s social movements, including the majority of 

nationally relevant diversity/dissidence organizations. This is perhaps to be expected; residence 

in Santiago allows activists and organizations much easier access to the governmental spaces in 

which policy is produced. Nonetheless, there is a rich variety of diverse/dissident activism across 

Chile, organizations who often form networks with those in Santiago, further complicating the 

“where” of diverse/dissident activism in Chile. As such, I have taken care throughout this 

dissertation to clearly delineate information and conclusions I understand to be largely Santiago-

specific, and those I feel are more generalizable to the country’s trans population as a whole. 
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OTD 
 In Santiago, I conducted participant observation with a variety of diversity/dissidence 

groups, but was generally based at OTD Chile, a group I first made contact with during 

preliminary fieldwork in 2013. Though the organization has gone through several important 

changes since then, which will be detailed throughout this dissertation, OTD continued to 

welcome me back each time, for which I will be eternally grateful. At OTD I participated 

actively as any member of the organization would, attending talks, working at fundraisers, 

organizing and executing events, and taking innumerable trips to Congress22. Most notable, 

however, was my incorporation as a member of the group that led the GET (Grupo de Encuentro 

or Meeting Group), a structured space in which trans people—both new and well-known to 

OTD—could enjoy camaraderie while also discussing their lives, relationships, and transitions 

through weekly themed discussions and activities. These topics varied according to the needs of 

the group, and included self-acceptance, dealing with unsupportive family members, 

intersectionality, and normative embodied gender.  

 I would like to be clear here that I was invited to form part of this team because of my 

expertise as an anthropologist of gender, and as one of the cis members of the team, understood 

that there were certain topics that I could not meaningfully address given my lack of personal 

experience. The GET leadership met once a month to plan the next week’s activities, and those 

topics were led specifically and purposefully by one of the trans members of the team. I was also 

not the only cis academic in this space; Ornella, a psychologist and Dania, a sociologist were 

 
22 After the 1973 military coup that installed Augusto Pinochet as dictator until 1990, the Congress was dissolved 
and the original colonial-era building—located in the Center of Santiago a few blocks from the President Palace, la 
Moneda—fell into disrepair. When the Chilean people eventually returned to democratic governance after a 
plebiscite in 1988, it was decided that the new Congress should be built in Valparaíso, in a bid to physically and 
metaphorically decentralize political power. The original building, now called the “Ex-Congreso,” continues to be 
used for governmental ceremonies, diplomatic functions, and the meetings of Congressional committees, including 
the one tasked with reviewing the language of the Gender Identity Law before it could be put up for a vote. 
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also core cis members of this team and the organization. This dearth of trans people with 

advanced degrees (diplomas and certificates are very important in Chile) reflects the difficulty 

trans people in Chile face in pursuing an education, and also the organization’s recognition that 

there were not enough cis professionals in Chile experienced in working with the trans 

population. Thus, along with the organization’s continuing efforts to train and educate medical 

doctors, mental health professionals, and educators in their professional contexts, they also 

carefully allowed certain non-trans professionals to gain the experience necessary to break this 

cycle through facilitation of the GET, while always prioritizing the wellbeing of the attendees.  

 Because this was a confidential and protected space, no direct quotes from the activities 

appear in this dissertation, though the participants’ comments often helped me draw conclusions 

about questions I should be asking. The conversations within this group deeply informed the foci 

of both my research and this dissertation, as they provided a window into the issues participants 

felt most strongly about.  Themes that emerged as particularly salient over the years of my 

fieldwork included gendered embodiment—what a gendered body “should” or could look like, 

including anxiety about breasts, beards, and body hair; temporality—including disparate and 

personal understandings of the moment of “beginning” one’s transition as well as varying results 

of hormone therapy on and in individual bodies; and the potential impacts of the then-pending 

Gender Identity Law in the lives of Chilean trans people.  

 Building on these recurring themes, I led three focus groups during my tenure at the 

organization: the first focused on temporality and the body, the second on gendered expectations 

of embodiment, and the last on the intersection of these themes with social media technologies. 

As a nascent NGO, OTD’s leadership was understandably interested in these conversations, and 

I made recordings available to them, and debriefed with them after each one.  
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TravesChile and Sindicato Amanda Jofré Cerda 
 Though OTD was indisputably my organizational home during fieldwork, I also 

collaborated to a lesser extent with two other Santiago trans organizations, TravesChile, the 

country’s first dedicated trans rights organization, which now focuses primarily on the needs of 

elderly trans women, and the Sindicato Independiente de Trabajadoras Sexuales Amanda Jofré 

Cerda (Independent Sex Workers Union Amanda Jofré Cerda), a majority trans organization 

named after a murdered trans woman whose story is central to Chapter 4. Importantly, Amanda 

Jofré Cerda was one of the founding members of TravesChile, and the Sindicato split from the 

organization amidst legal and personal disagreements that emerge throughout this dissertation, 

founding both the Sindicato and an NGO wing focused more broadly on the needs of trans 

women. This mix of personal and political enmity between the organizations is also indicative of 

these phenomena in the movement more broadly, which also had ramifications for my fieldwork 

and, necessarily, the conclusions I came to draw. 

 OTD has been perennially critiqued for its perceived privileging of issues important to 

trans men and trans masculine people. As a result, organizations such as TravesChile and 

Amanda Jofré tend to attract the majority of trans women and travestis. This gendered 

stratification within the movement became especially important in the context of the Gender 

Identity Law, as lawmakers and stakeholders were much more willing to meet with and listen to 

the trans men of OTD, rather than the current and former sex workers and travestis who made up 

the city’s other major organizations. Because of this existing and ongoing tension between the 

organizations, it became clear to me that equal amounts of participant observation among all the 

organizations would not be possible. It also seemed likely that doing so would trouble my ability 

to maintain my existing relationships. As a clear gringo, I was often hyper aware of my inability 

to blend in in group settings, and I quickly became associated with OTD in the minds of other 
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activists, despite my lack of any official tie to the organization. I do not mean to frame myself 

here as a disproportionate concern for anyone in the movement; I am sure than many either 

briefly registered my presence or ignored it entirely. I merely wish to express that any meeting 

between representatives of OTD and these two organizations was palpably fraught, and I often 

found myself interpreted as a representative of OTD, a notion of which I continually had to 

disavow non-OTD affiliated interlocutors. 

 As a result of these existing tensions—which were exacerbated by the unequal of 

presence of these organizations in the Gender Identity Law debates—I used snowball sampling 

(Bernard 2011) and asked strategic gatekeepers to make introductions, a strategy that resulted in 

interviews with members of both organizations, working friendships with many members, and an 

ongoing relationship with TravesChile. Because TravesChile is made up of older trans women 

and travestis who have largely not received formal education, it has been difficult for them to 

penetrate the national and international networks of support and funding that have been available 

to OTD and, to some extent, Amanda Jofré. Diverse/dissident activism in Chile now requires a 

set of technical and professional skills—Internet literacy, social media management, grant 

writing—as well as a decent level of English, all in short supply for the members of TravesChile. 

As such, beginning in January of 2018, I began offering my services as needed to the 

organization free of charge, a relationship that continues to some extent despite our now great 

physical distance. While there was undeniably personal interest on my part in beginning this 

relationship—I hoped that some members would be interested in collaborating in my research—

TravesChile’s president Katty Fontaine has become a dear presence in my life, sending me 

messages, inspirational memes, and voice memos over Whatsapp and helping me to maintain a 

partial, virtual presence in the movement at a distance. 
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Non-NGO Interlocutors 
 Early in my fieldwork, I became acquainted with CUDS (Colectivo Utópico de 

Disidencia Sexual or the Utopian Collective of Sexual Dissidence) a loosely organized group of 

sexual dissidents from the worlds of academia, visual arts, performance, theater, and activism. 

CUDS “members” (there is no official membership apparatus) refer to each other as vecina (the 

feminine form of the word neighbor), gesturing to the loosely organized affectively connected 

nature of the group. Though the vecinas have many connections within the diversity community, 

they tended to reject state-centered activism in favor of more radical and artistic interventions. 

As none of the core members are themselves trans, much of my participant observation with this 

group falls outside the scope of this dissertation. Nonetheless, my ongoing relationships with 

several vecinas have provided me with access to the world of Chilean and Latin American 

feminist theory, without which this dissertation would certainly suffer, and much of their own 

work informs the citational politics and theoretical frameworks employed in this dissertation. 

Additionally, my time with CUDS gave me greater insight into the great variation within the 

diverse/dissident community, and allowed me to glimpse and sometimes participate in the world 

of non-NGO-based activism in Chile. 

Though I began this research with a focus on organizational activism in Chile, as it 

evolved—and as organizations grew, shrank, split, and reformed—I began to form a large 

network of contacts who were either former members of one (or more) of these organizations or 

eschewed NGOs entirely. As such, beyond the loosely organized vecinas of CUDS, this 

dissertation has benefited from the time and perspectives of trans people adjacent to, but not 

directly involved in, organizational activism. These interlocutors provided—largely through 

semi-structured interviews—both a window into the realities of trans people outside activist 
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circles, and a useful and necessary counterpoint to the perspectives of those within Santiago’s 

major trans NGOs. 

Traditional Ethnographic Methods 
In addition to the participant observation I engaged in with the organizations and 

interlocutors introduced briefly above, I conducted three focus groups and roughly 100 semi-

structured interviews (Bernard 2011). These and all my interactions in Chile took place entirely 

in Spanish. Of these interviews, roughly 20 were “update” interviews, in which I spoke to the 

same interlocutor more than once, either to expand on a particular theme from the previous 

interview, or to judge the effect of the passage of years on their perspective. In order to better 

understand trans encounters with the Chilean healthcare system, I accompanied one interlocutor 

to the pre- and post-op appointments for his mastectomy. Having been born with cleft lip and 

palate, I have undergone many surgeries myself, and was able to help this interlocutor ask 

important questions and advocate for himself, as well as interact directly with the surgeon who 

clarified both our questions. Another interlocutor began testosterone therapy shortly after I 

arrived for my long-term fieldwork, and invited me to meet with him once a month to discuss his 

perception of the physical and emotional changes he was experiencing as a result. Throughout 

the years of my fieldwork, I was often invited to accompany OTD to meetings about the 

proposed Gender Identity Law at the Chilean Congress in Valparaíso. These invitations allowed 

me to enter spaces that are normally closed to the general public, and witness first-hand the 

complicated process through which a bill becomes a law in Chile, as well as the often violent 

backlash against trans activists from “family” and “children’s rights” groups who were also 

present. 

Alongside these traditional methods, I also immersed myself in the diverse/dissident 

world at every opportunity. I attended countless talks, lectures, book launches, surgery and 
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hormone fundraisers, festivals, plays and films, sometimes as a participant observer, and 

sometimes simply as an observer. I shared my preliminary conclusions on invited panels for 

members of Congress, healthcare professionals, and the general public. I also engaged in what 

Geertz (1998) called “deep hanging out” (and what I refer to as friendship) with a core group of 

friends who were also interlocutors: Noah, Vicente, and Daniela, all of whom figure prominently 

in this dissertation. At least once a week we would meet at Daniela and Noah’s house in Lo 

Prado and have onces (evening tea, which Chileans prefer to a full dinner), play music, sing 

karaoke, and—more often than not—talk about trans issues and politics. These weekly meetups 

were truly invaluable in my understanding of the realities of trans life outside resolutely activist 

spaces, as well as general cultural education. They were also a space in which I could ask my 

friends to clarify legal processes, societal debates, and important events that I didn’t fully 

understand.  

Also instrumental in this ongoing educational process was my roommate Mariela 

Espinoza, a friend from my exchange student days with whom I shared an apartment in 

Santiago’s Ñuñoa neighborhood. Our weekly excursions to the outdoor produce market down the 

street, trips to the movies, and drinks in Plaza Ñuñoa not only presented a welcome breather 

from the nonstop pace of fieldwork, but also deepened my knowledge of Chilean and 

santiaguino culture and current events. Additionally, I made several trips to La Serena to visit 

my former host family and friends from high school, whose perspective on what was happening 

in Santiago was important to understanding which of my conclusions were Santiago-specific, 

and which were more generally applicable to the state of the affairs at the national level. Finally, 

thanks to the same social media technologies that have become so instrumental to this project, I 

maintain regular contact with many of these friends and interlocutors through Facebook and 



 

 

49 

WhatsApp, allowing me to nurture these relationships and continue my ethnographic observation 

from afar. 

Digital Ethnography 
 The physical and temporal locations of my fieldwork are quite blurry due to my regular 

use of social media ethnography beginning in 2013. What began as an interest in emerging social 

media platforms largely for the purposes of maintaining ties with interlocutors and organizations, 

quickly transformed into one of the principal methods of research for this dissertation, second 

only to participant observation. As I will explore in Chapter 1, the expansion and ubiquity of 

social media technologies in Chile emerged early on as a central component of the country’s 

burgeoning trans rights movement and community. Though there is a significant amount of 

anthropological and social scientific scholarship on the crucial role of social media as a tool for 

communication and expansion in contemporary social movements like the Arab Spring 

(Sandoval-Almazan and Gil-Garcia 2014), Black Lives Matter (Mundt, Ross, and Burnett 2018), 

and Occupy (Juris 2012), my interlocutors also identified social media as an important space of 

individual and group subjectification, helping them to understand themselves within the context 

of both local and global trans communities. The utility of social media as a tool for self-

formation has received relatively less attention  (c.f. Dattatreyan 2015; Bonilla and Rosa 2015). 

 Though entirely digital anthropology plays an important role in our understandings of the 

online subject (Boellstorff 2008), my ethnography sits at the intersection of digital and physical 

fieldwork. That is, the ethnographic insights center on the intersections and divergences between 

my interlocutors’ lives on- and offline. For this reason, this dissertation employs a mixed 

methods approach, combining classic participant observation with online observation (Nardi 

2015; Boellstorff et al. 2012; Kozinets 2010), participatory though often in a less explicit way. 

This technique offered the additional advantage of allowing me to remain abreast of news, 
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organizational changes, and the everyday lives of my interlocutors in the years preceding my 

long-term fieldwork, as well as the years since. 

My online data take the form of thousands of screenshots of personal and organizational 

Facebook and Instagram posts, text scraped from pertinent Twitter hashtags (such as 

#UnaMujerFantanstica in Chapter 4), and multiple exports of pertinent Whatsapp group 

conversations within OTD and among groups of individual activists. All data were coded using 

an inductive approach (Bernard 2011), from which the central theme of each chapter is taken. All 

identifiable social media is used with express and restated consent of all interlocutors. Except in 

these cases, I do not make use of any social media content that I—and the general public—did 

not have easy access to. Social media data without identifiable authors has been anonymized 

either at the request of the author or because I was unable to establish contact with the author in 

question.  

One additional caveat is necessary. Social media ethnography—like all ethnography—is 

necessarily partial; that is, my data are necessarily informed by the people I met, was introduced 

to, and was never exposed to. Thus these data, like all ethnographic data, are the sum of my 

interactions with people I met both purposefully and accidentally, at organizations, events, and 

social gatherings, and some of who I knew only online. This is all to say that, despite recent 

anxiety in the discipline about social media as an ethnographic space, I see no significantly 

different limitations between the two techniques, especially when used together.  

Additionally, there were several ethnographically interesting online spaces that I was not 

privy to. As a cis gay man, I never attempted to negotiate entry into trans-exclusive spaces, 

despite their growing popularity while I was there. For example, there was/is a Facebook group 

called “Transmasculinos” (Transmasculine people) that my interlocutors conversed about often, 
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a space in which they traded tips, concerns, and—often—insults. Though I often gained valuable 

insight from hearing them rehash these interactions offline, their substance is absent from this 

dissertation. Like all ethnographies, what follows is a partial account, filtered through the 

permissions and prohibitions I encountered in the course of my fieldwork. It is my hope that a 

trans person may take these trans-exclusive spaces up as an object of study, as the stories that lie 

within are undoubtedly important and not mine to tell. 
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Outline 
 
 Nonetheless, I now tell a different story in five chapters, one entrusted to me by my 

interlocutors. In Chapter 1, I theorize the central analytic of the dissertation, the ‘archive of the 

self.’ Briefly, I understand the archive of the self as the assemblage of social media content—

generated both by an individual and in relation to them—through which an understanding of the 

self is formed performed. The archive of the self is inherently relational and didactic—overtly 

and incidentally—in nature; it destabilizes the boundary between personal history and History; 

and its content exists in a dialectical relation with the embodied, gendered self.  

 The subsequent ethnographic chapters are organized around terms and concepts that 

emerged as salient during my fieldwork. Historia (History) juxtaposes hegemonic historical 

narratives of the country’s LGBTI movement with personal and archival narratives to position 

social media as a uniquely effective tool for the production of alternative histories. In Siempre 

(Always), I argue that social media has emerged as a tool for questioning, reifying, and 

maneuvering between teleological and counterhegemonic narratives of gender transition, in favor 

of one that neither follows nor disavows either entirely. Calle (Street) explores the meaning of 

this popular slang word, associated with sex work and the country’s travesti (a non-normative 

gender category) population, historically a theme of travesti activism and artistic output. In 

analyzing this phenomenon online, I argue that social media plays both an archival and 

instructive role, simultaneously preserving these histories while also preparing younger 

generations of travestis for the life that may await them. Finally, Animita (an informal Chilean 

shrine) is an ethnographic exploration of online mourning practices. I propose the ‘networked 

animita’ to understand the multiply connected traces of the deceased across social media and 

their relationship with shifting forms of selfhood for both mourners and the deceased



 

 

53 

 

Mara Rita, Trópico mío (2015) 

Chapter 1 - The Archive of the Self: Ethnographic Object and Analytic 

In February 2018, Katty Fontey (sometimes Fontaine) and I met up in Santiago’s central 

plaza, the Plaza de Armas, under the large, bronze equestrian statue of conquistador Pedro de 

Valdivia that dominates the northeast corner of the square. Though this was my first in-person 

meeting with her, Katty’s reputation preceded her, and I recognized her immediately. At the time 

67 years old, she was impeccably dressed, her platinum blond hair in contrast to her deep red 

lipstick and meticulously applied eye makeup. An icon in Chile’s diverse/dissident community—

as well as the current President of TravesChile, an organization that advocates for the rights of 

older trans women—she had famously been present at what is often remembered as the first 

diverse/dissident rights protest in Chile, in that same plaza, and on that same statue, on April 22, 

1973. On that day, according to the scant available records of the event, a group of about 15 

locas gathered to protest the constant police brutality they experienced as both sexual minorities 

and sex workers. The events were captured on the front pages of now defunct newspapers El 

Clarín and Vea, with headlines like “Faggots (Maricones) flaunt their sexual deviance in the 

Plaza de Armas” (Robles 2013) and “Calipatos piden chicha y chancho” (Queers want to have it 

all,) (Robles 2008, 15).  

Despite the historic nature of this action for both Chile and its LGBTI rights movement, it 

was not common knowledge until relatively recently. Diverse/dissident activist Víctor Hugo 

Robles—who styles himself El Che de los Gays—unearthed some of the only remaining mass 

Toda configuración del yo es metodología  
 
Toda metodología es discurso  
 
Todo discurso es ideología 
 

Every configuration of the self is 
methodology 
Every methodology is discourse 
 
Every discourse is ideology   
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media records of the events, preserved almost illegibly as negatives on microfilm in Santiago’s 

National Library, eventually making them available to the public both online and in his book 

Bandera Hueca (2008). Even now, knowledge of this event is typically limited to LGBTI 

activists. Within the community, the images Robles uncovered have achieved emblematic status, 

despite their poor quality. As social media has become increasingly ubiquitous, these images are 

shared digitally each April 22 by LGBTI Chileans who are (largely) too young to remember the 

event, but for whom it remains an important part of the history of the country’s LGBTI rights 

movement. 

 
Katty’s response to being tagged in photos of the 1973 protest. 
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Katty, an avid Facebook user, is no exception, though her orientation to the now famous 

protest is decidedly different from that of the leaders of Chile’s largest LGBTI groups, almost 

exclusively cisgender, gay men. On a post shared on April 22, 2019 from Robles’ Facebook 

wall, showing the now well-known images from the front page of El Clarín and accompanied by 

text from the original article, Katty commented simply: “Look how they make money off us 

oldtimers haaaaa.” Another trans friend replied, “It’s always been like that because nobody does 

anything for us (nosotras23) Katty Fontey[.]24 What’s more there are so many groups, but very 

few who fight for the rights of sexual minorities.” 

Katty, and many others like her, have long felt abandoned by the mainstream LGBTI 

movement. As both a trans woman and as a senior citizen, she is multiply marginalized in ways 

that are obscured by framings of the original protest as the beginning of the modern movement. 

Narrativizations of this protest often present it as frozen in time—rarely mentioning what 

became of the original participants—and as the beginning of a teleological project of LGBTI 

rights from which Katty and her compañeras have been continually and systematically excluded, 

despite being framed as its foremothers. This is especially true in terms of funding, most of 

which comes from the Global North (Hennessy 2018), and tends to privilege NGO-style, “gay 

rights” activism (Campbell 2014) over that of organizations like TravesChile, more concerned 

with providing food, healthcare, and housing programs for older trans Chileans. The Chilean 

state has been similarly reticent to recognize the existence of LGB—but especially trans and 

intersex—voices in its history (Hiner 2010). Even within the trans movement, there is an often 

 
23 The use of the feminine form of the first-person plural pronoun indicates that Katty’s friend is specifically 
referencing the lack of concern from both within and outside the movement for the needs of trans women. 
24 Though the original comments were written without punctuation, I have added for increased readability. 
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acrimonious divide between trans men and trans women activists, highlighting the importance of 

rigidly defined, binary gender categories across virtually all sectors of Chilean society. 

Thus, while Robles’ post did not explicitly aim to “make money” off of the images in 

question, Katty’s critique is indicative of a larger feeling among trans women—especially those 

who have lived as long as Katty—that the country’s mainstream LGBTI movement is only 

concerned about trans women insofar they benefit the larger movement. What’s more, in my first 

interview with Katty, her narration of the events differed greatly from the version that has 

become part of the history of Chile’s LGBTI movement. Seated in a noisy café just off the Plaza, 

I asked her “That day, did you all get together with the intention of doing something? Of having 

a protest?” What was for me a perfunctory question about a story I thought I knew, turned 

quickly into one of the most revealing moments of my fieldwork. “Not really,” she responded. 

“We were just screwing around (leseando) in the Plaza like we always did, and the 

photographers just started taking our pictures!” According to Katty, it was the presence of the 

journalists that spurred what became the “protest,” not viceversa.  

By understanding Katty’s social media as an archive, rather than simply a collection of 

thoughts and memories, the importance of her seemingly offhanded comment. Though Katty’s 

interventions in this story, both on Facebook and offline, might simply be understood as a 

difference of opinion from that often espoused by other activists, I argue that the juxtaposition of 

historical records with Katty’s narrativization of her personal, embodied experience of these 

events coalesce with social media to form what I have termed the archive of the self.  

I define the archive of the self as the assemblage of social media content—generated both 

by an individual and in relation to them—through which an understanding of the self is formed 

performed. The archive of the self is inherently social and didactic—overtly and incidentally—in 
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nature; it destabilizes the boundary between personal history and History; and its content exists 

in a dialectical relation with the embodied, gendered self. Furthermore, I understand the archive 

of the self as both an ethnographic object and a heuristic for theorizing our relationships to social 

media. That is, while the majority of social media platforms serve an archival function, this is 

often understood to be secondary to the “intended” purposes of communication and self-

representation. Thus much of our use of social media is inherently archival, regardless of our 

intent.  

Approaching social media as an archive provides valuable ethnographic insight into the 

inner thought processes, changes, and through lines of a person’s life during the period they have 

been active on a given platform and, depending on what is shared, sometimes much longer. In 

this way, the archive of the self as an ethnographic object provides glimpses into pasts that have 

been systemically excluded from mainstream historical narratives, as well as insight into the 

sociocultural and historical contexts that inform what remains in—and what falls out of—a given 

archive. 

Nonetheless, I also understand the archive of the self as a useful analytic for the study of 

human interaction online. What makes social media unique in terms of human communication 

practices is its ability to capture thoughts and feelings that often go unverbalized or unexpressed. 

As I will show in throughout this dissertation, its somewhat Foucauldian (2016) demand that we 

iteratively enunciate our subjectivities before ourselves and an often nebulous public crystallizes 

the dynamics of self-making in both what is present and what is absent. It opens up ethnographic 

and historiographic questions about the relationship of the self to the social world, and about the 

role our own subjectivities play in shaping others. The archive of the self as an analytic allows 

for sort of archaeology, digging through the layers and years of an individual’s past, tempered—
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like all archives—by curatorial practices, practical concerns, and structural limitations that 

themselves leave ethnographic traces in the archive (Stoler 2008). 

Theorizing the Archive of the Self 
Building on understandings of the self as discursively constructed and reconstructed, and 

heeding the call to rethink understandings of the archive that privilege hegemonic subjectivities 

and forms of knowledge, the archive of self as an analytic ultimately seeks to understand the 

effects on self-perception provoked by the processes and interactions that social media makes 

possible. It must then be understood, in contrast to its brick-and-mortar counterpoint, as 

constantly shaped and reshaped by the content and quality of social interactions and relations that 

constitute it. While the archive of the self is in many ways similar to the traditional archive, it 

differs in a few key ways: it is inherently relational; purposefully and incidentally instructive; 

exists in a dialectical relationship with the self and the physical body; and troubles the supposed 

neutrality and totality of official historical narratives. 

Like the traditional archive, the archive of the self is organized around a central theme: in 

this case, an individual. Nonetheless, understanding the self as iteratively constructed through 

relationships and interactions, this concept implores us to take seriously the many purposeful and 

algorithmic connections that exist between archives and selves on social media. While this is, to 

some extent, also true of traditional archives, the technological specificities of social media make 

these connections overt and substantially easier to trace. Here it should be noted that the majority 

of my interlocutors understood themselves in same way to be engaging in purposeful archival 

work on social media—some directly using the word archive to describe their practices. 

Nonetheless, the archive of the self represents my own efforts to understand these multiple, 

individual archival practices in relation to each other and the contexts in which they are 

produced. 
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Digital Selfhood, Relationality, and the Archive 
Michel Foucault (1988) argued that since the 18th century, technologies of the 

verbalization of the self—which had until that point been employed to renounce the self—began 

instead to constitute it. This emphasis on mediation is echoed in Judith Butler (1993) theorization 

of gender performativity, which asserts that the self is the result of the performance of selfhood, 

mediated by discourse and culture. Similarly, Brian W. King (2016) argues that while a body’s 

material existence cannot be denied, it is intelligible to others through discourse. This genealogy 

of thought has been key to understanding selfhood in the social media age, in which identities are 

quite literally constructed through the creation and sharing of texts—broadly understood to 

include words, images, videos, and ephemera (Kennedy 2006; Lejeune 2014).  

Social media’s current structure corresponds to a historic demand that we render 

ourselves intelligible (Cover 2014) through discursive acts, which are paradoxically prompted 

and shaped by the very technologies, platforms, and algorithms that incite us to enunciation in 

the first place. Robert W. Gehl (2011) argues that Web 2.0—the shift from the “Information 

Super Highway” to user-generated online content—is born out of a technical contradiction 

between user interfaces that give users a sense of connection and control, and the faceless 

archival processes of the servers and media companies that ultimately control user data. 

Theorizing this digitally mediated form of self-making on social media, Holger Pötzsch proposes 

the term “iArchive” which allows the self to be understood as “…an assemblage—a distributed, 

networked self that constantly emerges at various intersections between humans, nonhumans, 

objects, materials and energy flows” (2018, 3314).  

However, coinciding with Gehl, Pötzsch’s iArchive is largely concerned with the 

relationship between the self and the technological processes and systems of surveillance (Duffy 

and Chan 2019) undergirding social media, especially those mechanisms of archiving and 
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categorization that occur on the “back end” of social media platforms, out of sight of average 

users (Ben-David 2016). In turn, Mark Coté and Jennifer Pybus (2007) argue that the 

relationship between the self and new technologies and media is in fact ever-evolving, with each 

innovation requiring a reorientation toward processes of self-making as they are dictated by 

technology, giving rise to distinct genres of content. Nonetheless, in theorizing the archive of the 

self, while recognizing the importance of these less visible factors, I seek to privilege the agency 

in the process of self-making through discursive and archival practices afforded by social media 

(Boyer 2007.) 

Given the inherently relational character of social media, the digital self must then also be 

understood as collaboratively and iteratively shaped through social interactions. For example, 

Christine Rosen (2007) asserts that the one of the main goals of social media use is to present 

oneself in the way one wishes to be perceived in accordance with group norms (Uski and 

Lampinen 2016). Similarly, Theresa Sauter compares writing, in this case on Facebook, to 

historical practices of self-writing as a mode of self-improvement “in the context of increasingly 

complex social realities” online (2014, 833). Finally, Tobias Raun (2015) has highlighted the 

importance of audiovisual-communication on YouTube for the creation of gender transition 

archives. As such, this article understands discourse, broadly understood as communicative acts 

across media and offline, as fundamental to the construction of the self online. 

Pedagogies of Digital Selfhood 
The instructive character of the archive of the self is tied to its relational nature, but also 

stands as an adaptation of offline practices in the queer and trans communities of 

intergenerational pedagogies of selfhood (Besser 2015); that is, while I do not mean to imply that 

non-normative gender and sexual identities are taught or learned, ways of navigating 

queerness—and straight spaces as a queer person—have historically been passed down among 
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generations (Campbell 2017). As such, this dissertation explores how trans Chileans shape, 

internalize, reify, and challenge ideas about gender performance, community history, and trans 

belonging in relation to innovative archival practices (Handy and Johnson 2015). 

Social media pedagogies of selfhood are both anchored in, and have ramifications for, the 

physical bodies of trans people offline. Through the recording and dissemination of content such 

as before and after photos, transition update videos, and “confessional” style text posts, some 

Chilean trans people online both purposefully and inadvertently create a sort of manual for 

“acceptable” trans embodiment (Raun 2015), often along the lines of gender norms dictated by 

cisheteronormative society. Additionally, they normalize and reify the expectation of physical 

transition—including but not limited to genital surgery, mastectomies, hormone therapy, and 

cosmetic surgery—in order to realize a particular idea of trans embodiment (Plemons 2017). 

The Digital Self and Physical Body 
Studies of digital selfhood have, at times, bracketed the offline self and the body in order 

to observe digital subjectivity in isolation (Boellstorff 2008). Nonetheless, the archive of the self 

understands the on- and offline selves—and the archives built around them—as dialectically 

related and constantly in flux (c.f. Edelman & Zimman, 2014). Rodney H. Jones, modifying a 

term from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (2017), theorizes the character of the body on social 

media as a “body without organs” or “all representations of our bodies that we or others make 

use of to take actions in the world” (Jones 2011, 325), rendering the body “extractable” from its 

context. These bodies without organs are not mere reproductions, but rather partial and 

synechdochic in nature. They are in turn stored in the ever-growing archive of social media, 

existing as approximations of the selves they represent. This liminal space between offline and 

online embodiment raises questions of how best to understand the physical body’s presence on 

social media, and its relationship to shifting notions of selfhood. 
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Traditional archives are filled materials that may give a sense of the body, but are always 

partial reproductions. As such, Diana Taylor (2003) proposes “the repertoire” as a method of 

accounting for the embodied forms of knowledge that animate performative acts, which in turn 

may be recorded, archived, and disseminated on audiovisual platforms like Instagram and 

YouTube that depict the body in ever more realistic ways (Pietrobruno 2013). Maxe Crandall 

and Selby Wynn Schwartz (2015) posit the body itself as an archive (Durban-Albrecht 2017), in 

which lived histories accrue in the body. In turn, queer, trans, and post-colonial scholars have 

offered new ways of thinking about the place of embodiment in the archive, engaging in archival 

work that privileges the gaps, silences, and erasures of marginalized narratives (Arondekar et al. 

2015; Cifor 2015; Gómez-Moya 2016; Richard 2010).  

The complicated relationship between the body and the archive lends credence to Ann 

Stoler’s (2008) assertion that by reading the archive “against the grain”—paying attention to the 

silences, exclusions, and coded language (Duguay 2014) of the archive—we can gain a glimpse 

into the realities of those who have historically been excluded. Derrida understands these 

exclusions as archival violence, arguing that the archive can never be a place for the preservation 

of memory, but rather that “…the archive takes place at the place of originary and structural 

breakdown of the said memory” (1996, 11). Relatedly, Carlos Aguirre and Javier Villa-Flores 

(2009) have complicated the idea of archival exclusion, arguing that the relationship between the 

archive and postcolonial subjects is one of both domination and resistance, in which 

marginalized voices leave traces. This opening up of the archive to the experiences (Apple 2015) 

and histories of marginalized individuals has coincided with the rise of social media technologies 

that allow for the mass creation of individual, online archives that must be read as critically as 

their offline counterparts. As such, I approach the archive of the self as both a historical and 
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ethnographic project, valuing the content it contains and the multiple relations of power and 

conditions of possibility that have led to its existence. 

History and Temporality 
Finally, these social interactions, pedagogies, and reformations of the self and the body 

coalesce online with the ease of access of social media to trouble the separation between 

personal histories and History (McKemmish and Piggott 2013; Rohy 2009), in this case of both 

Chile and more specifically its LGBTI rights movement. Zeb Tortorici (2014) has proposed a 

“visceral” orientation toward the archive, one that values embodied and affective connections to 

archival material—and the people who produced it—that conjures a queer temporality that 

unifies past, present, and future, archivist and subject. Interactions between archives and selves 

online allow for curatorial practices often foreclosed by the rigid structures and physical 

limitations of traditional archives; online, stories of the history of the LGBTI movement 

comingle with evidence of their results—like access to trans-specific healthcare and legal 

recognition of self-defined gender identity—tracing a trajectory of progress that is often tempting 

to read as progressivist and teleological.  Nonetheless, these same archives also contain evidence 

of the violence and precarity often experienced by trans people in Chile in the present day, 

connecting past, present, and future in a non-linear, queer temporality (Dinshaw et al. 2007; 

Freeman 2010), and destabilizing hegemonic narratives of progress that tend to obscure or efface 

past and existing forces working against the cause of trans rights. 

An Accidental Protest 
 Katty’s correctives of the historical narrative of the 1973 protest, both on- and offline, 

represent a clear example of the limitations of hegemonic historical discourses. Official Histories 

often ignore, efface, or are simply uninformed by the lived experience of the marginalized voices 

present. It is also important that the original post Katty referenced was not of her own making, 
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but became part of her archive when she was tagged in the post and chose to share it with her 

own community. This highlights one of the key characteristics of the archive of the self: it is 

necessarily and inherently social, a consequence of the interactive nature of the technologies with 

which it is built. Just as individuals offline do not shape their subjectivities in isolation, neither 

do they when they occupy online spaces, and thus analyses of social media must always be 

tempered by an understanding of the connectedness that undergirds it. 

In response to Katty’s unexpected assertion that the 1973 protest had been largely 

accidental, I momentarily put aside my next interview question in favor of a different path. Two 

years earlier, in June 2015, feminist performance art/activist group CUDS (Colectivo Utópico de 

la Disidencia Sexual or Utopian Sexual Dissidence Collective) had invited me to observe the 

filming of a reenactment of the original protest—based on the newspaper images—in the exact 

spot of the original events. The resulting video had been shown in public, then stored and shared 

online. Nonetheless, as I explained the performance to Katty, it became clear that she had never 

seen or heard of the video. As we sat watching my computer screen, Katty became overwhelmed 

with emotions, laughing and smiling as she recognized herself in the recovered images, 

remarking on the similarities the CUDS activists’ striped shirts and the clothes she had worn in 

1973. Then noticing that one of them, Cristeva Cabello, had a beard, she remarked “No, that one 

no. None of us had beards at that time. It was all about being as feminine as possible.” 

As the video continued, Katty’s face changed again, as she began softly crying as she 

said “Casi todas fallecidas.” Almost all of them dead. Katty, then 67 years old, had beaten the 

odds, surviving well past the tragically low life expectancy for trans women in the Southern 

Cone25, and especially those of her generation. By outliving her friends, she had become one of 

 
25 Though the government of Chile does not collect data specifically on trans women, the life expectancy of trans 
women in Argentina—a similar context—is estimated at 35 (Aloba 2019) 
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the “elders” of the community, a realization that noticeably affected her as we finished the 

recording. Like the 1973 protest, Katty’s status as an activist had been largely accidental, and she 

had come to it late in life. Shortly after the protest, on September 11, 1973, a military junta led 

by Augusto Pinochet firebombed the Chilean presidential palace, located just a few blocks from 

the Plaza de Armas. Usurping control from Salvador Allende, the first democratically elected 

socialist leader in history, Pinochet installed one of the bloodiest dictatorships in Latin American 

history, which would last from 1973 to 1990. 

As a result, Katty—and many others like her—were forced into exile, moving back and 

forth between Argentina and the mining towns of the north of Chile, where she worked as a 

cabaret dancer, circus performer, and nanny for decades. These photos and memories are also 

part of her online archive, where faded images of trans compañeras26 dressed in sequined cabaret 

costumes intermingle with Facebook statuses such as “for the right to not be disappeared,” (Por 

el derecho a no ser desaparecido), a sentence whose use of the passive voice is immediately 

recognizable as a reference to the thousands of forced disappearances and murders committed by 

the Pinochet regime. These status updates mix with photos from present and past TravesChile 

events, nights out with friends, and calls to political action for the rights of older trans women. 

The interpretation of Katty’s brief Facebook comment demonstrates the utility of 

understanding social media content not as isolated ephemera, but in conversation with the many 

forms of content that intersect with it. This is due to the relational nature of the archive of the 

self, constituting and reconstituting the self in relation to an ever-changing constellation of 

content. Through a simple “tag,” Katty is instantly constituted as one of the all-but-forgotten 

mothers of a movement in which she was not purposefully involved until the early 2000’s. Her 

 
26 A term commonly used in Chilean activist circles which literally means “companion,” but which in activist 
contexts often implies a shared commitment to a struggle. 
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short, simple corrective of this narrative, constitutes her as a trans woman who is at once 

exceptional and tragically ordinary, having lived a life of precarity, marked by both violence and 

joy. Moreover, “speaking back” to this memory allows Katty to connect her critique of the 

exclusion of people like her from Chile’s LGBTI movement to the historical oppression she 

faced as a young loca, and as a target of persecution during the dictatorship. 

This blurring of the line between personal history and History27 is also crucial to my 

understanding of the archive of the self (Boone 2017). The relative ease of accessibility of social 

media technologies, as well as their vast storage capability, have allowed for the creation and 

curation of archives that are unconcerned with archival expertise. They allow the History of 

Chile and its LGBTI movement to mix with the histories of those who lived and continue to live 

it (Haebich 2001). This stakes a claim for the importance of individual trans experiences within 

the larger history of the movement, reframing individual actors through the lens of a coherent, 

organized movement. The archive exists in a constant, dialectical relationship with the self, 

which in turn is continually redefined by both archival and communicative acts online. 

Finally, it should be noted that the archive of the self is as susceptible to silences and 

exclusions as the traditional archive. As mentioned, Katty had not seen the video reenactment of 

the 1973 protest, despite its availability. This emphasizes the pitfalls of an archive that depends 

on both sociality and faceless algorithms. Despite being one of the “stars” of the video, her lack 

of a direct connection to CUDS’ offline and online social networks meant that she had no idea it 

existed, preventing her—until our meeting—from speaking back to another version of a history 

of which she is both a vital part, and from which she has often been excluded. As will be 

 
27 Spanish makes no difference between the English words “story” and “history,” both expressed as historia. 
Nonetheless, the distinction between History—la historia, unqualified—and history—la historia, often qualified 
with adjectives like personal, remains present, if less rigid, a topic I explore in depth in the following chapter. 
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demonstrated throughout this dissertation, the archive of the self is laden with many of the same 

questions of value and ethics as its offline precursor, and often represents a double-edged sword 

for those whom it interpellates. 

The Dark Sides of Online Sociality 
 

“The other day on Facebook, I got a notification that said “Five years ago…” 
…and in the picture I’m holding this huge saw and my face…ufff! But it’s like 
seeing another person. I don’t look at him with hatred anymore…I don’t want to 
forget him. There are some [trans women] who almost want to kill their…interior 
self…I used to hate him, but we don’t fight anymore.” 
 
Sitting at my dining room table in Santiago’s Ñuñoa neighborhood in February 2018, 

Marcia, a 47-year-old trans woman explained her relationship with, as she called him, her old 

self (antiguo yo). Marcia has blonde hair, big eyes, and a contagious laugh. We met at OTD 

Chile (Organizing Trans Diversities) the NGO where we both volunteered. Marcia’s activism 

took many forms; at the time of our interview, she worked as a truck driver and as a night 

security guard at a high school, but she has also worked as a carpenter, mechanic, and a plumber, 

and has dabbled in classes on technical drawing and graphic design. She also knows judo. So 

whether we needed to move the pieces of a stage, paint protest signs, or attend a march, Marcia 

was there, smiling and ready. 

Surprisingly, Marcia had begun to live her gender identity publicly only a little more than 

a year before. She spent years living as Marcia inside her house, with her then-wife and 

children—who accepted her as she was—but going about her daily life being read as a cisgender 

man. As she explained above, even though she no longer “dressed up as a man,” the world 

continued to remind her of her previous gender presentation. For example, Facebook’s 2017 

addition of the “Memories” feature continually confronted her with images and status updates 
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from their pasts. What for a cisgender person might be a fun moment of nostalgia can be jarring 

for a trans person. 

 Marcia is an avid social media user, and is intentional in her use of these technologies for 

archival purposes, having spent much of her life hiding herself in plain sight. Born in the 

working-class neighborhood of Conchalí (at the time one of the many informal settlements on 

the outskirts of Santiago), Marcia grew up with five siblings, and parents who, despite being 

working-class—a group that in Chile has historically tended toward leftist politics—supported 

the military regime. Nonetheless, Marcia is proud of her days sneaking out of the house with t-

shirts and flags hidden in her bag to participate in the protests that removed Pinochet from power 

in 1990 and reestablished democratic governance. In the aftermath, Marcia saw how quickly her 

country changed, and she began to envision a future for herself as Marcia. She had always been 

passionate about taking photos, and with the arrival of Facebook and Instagram she saw an 

opportunity to archive and share not only her artistic work but also her gender transition. After a 

lifetime of leading a double life, social media has allowed Marcia to stop hiding who she is, and 

take an active role in discursively constructing her “new” self. 

When Marcia came out in 2017, she actually did it on Facebook. “Coming out” on social 

media is an increasingly common practice, and while most of my interlocutors who used social 

media acknowledged initial discomfort with the immediate and mass nature of this act, these 

same qualities also made it the ideal tool to come out to their entire community simultaneously, 

partially because of its archival and evidentiary qualities. As Marcia explained, “some of my 

cousins didn’t believe me, until I showed them some photos, wearing a miniskirt and everything. 

And that’s when they said that they had always known, that I had always been different.” 
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Here Marcia quite literally constitutes herself, and is constituted, through writing on 

social media production. Coming out in such a public way forced those around her to engage 

with her archive through a new lens. Despite Marcia’s formerly hegemonically masculine 

attributes—serving in the military, doing manual labor, supporting a family—the revelation that 

she identified as a trans woman caused some of her family and friends to reconstruct the 

narrative of her past life, focusing on the attributes they deemed contrary to this masculine 

presentation, “proof” of Marcia’s truth. Marcia’s coming out story provides clear evidence of the 

powerfully relationship between the archive and the self, provoking a rereading of Marcia’s 

archive through the lens of hegemonic femininity, and ultimately constituting her not as a former 

“man” who was now a “woman,” but a gendered subject who had always already inhabited the 

subjectivity she was now publicly claiming. 

 While she likes the social aspect of Facebook, Marcia has the outlook of someone who 

has seen and lived through many changes, many of which have gone undocumented. Her goal 

with her Facebook account is more archival than social in nature.  

“In April [of 2017] I came out, and made my Facebook account as Marcia. But I 
had already taken photos. I had them saved on my old cell phones and 
computers…I posted [pictures of] how was I was before, how I’m changing, and I 
how I am now: every day more feminine; kind of like a record.” 
 

As she explained her use of social media, she emphasized that while these photos are public, they 

are mostly for her. For Marcia, it is crucial that there be a record of her transition so that there is 

“proof of how I was, how I am, and how I’m going to be.”  
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 In this image (a screenshot of a Facebook photo album,) we see Marcia from a very 

young age, during her military service, and at the end of 2017, after beginning hormone therapy. 

Additionally, this photographic record reveals, more subtly, how Marcia’s self-perception has 

changed since she began her physical transition. As she mentioned at the beginning of this 

section, seeing her “old self” reflected in photos was, at first, a uncomfortable experience, 

because her gender expression did not correspond to hegemonic understandings of femininity. 

“I didn’t used to like my face. I thought I was ugly, so I would only take photos of 
my body…So when I first came out, I wore women’s jeans, but not too tight. 
Later I started to show my body in photos with leggings, or wearing a skirt.” 
 
Despite the many positive reactions Marcia received to coming out as trans, when she 

opened up a Facebook account as Marcia, she also began to receive sexual and sometimes 

threatening messages from people she did not know, an experience common to most of the trans 

women I interviewed. These interactions—both public and private—affected Marcia’s self-

perception in both positive and negative ways. On one hand, after years of feeling that her 

A compilation of photos showing Marcia from her childhood up to the present. 
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exterior did not reflect her identity, the unsolicited compliments from strangers on the Internet 

initially made her feel good, like the world was finally seeing her for who she was. 

It’s like this for all trans women. When they break through their shells and come 
out, it’s like they want the entire world to see them... And at first it’s nice, 
because you post of a photo of yourself and [people] see that you have a nice 
body and “like” it a lot (que te den hartos like), of course it’s nice because it 
boosts your ego. Until they start harassing you. 
 
Nonetheless, as she alludes to, much of this unsolicited contact was also threatening and 

violent in nature, prompting Marcia to temporarily abandon social media altogether, deactivating 

the archive she had worked so consciously to build. However, after her daughter helped her 

report these accounts and adjust her privacy settings, she mustered the courage to return to social 

media, though more cautiously. These events drive home the importance—and potential 

dangers—of the relational nature of the archive of the self. While, as in Katty’s case, the 

communicative element of social media allowed Marcia to speak back to a narrative into which 

she had been inserted, it was this same sociality that contributed to her temporarily leaving social 

media altogether, risking permanently effacing yet another trans woman’s history. 

 Although social media offers validation and acceptance, this “positive” feedback—just 

like online harassment—has profound influences on the construction of both the archive and the 

self. When she began to receive threatening and sexually explicit messages from strangers, 

Marcia felt forced to change her behavior on social media, restricting the content of her profile to 

those she knew personally. Over time, Marcia’s exuberance over finally being able to share 

herself with the world was tempered by the need to protect her physical and emotional integrity 

through more careful curation of what she shared online, and with whom. She has become both 

more cautious and more viscerally aware of the danger that trans women—and in fact all 

women—in Chile face every day.   
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 In part, this mistreatment is due to the fact that queer people and women experience 

disproportionate Internet harassment (Abreu and Kenny 2017). However, it is also due to the 

exotification of trans women as sex objects. In many ways, transitioning toward femininity 

means renouncing the masculine privilege with which cisgender men navigate the world, and 

exposing oneself to misogynistic violence. This, just like the “likes” Marcia gets on Facebook, 

influences the content and kind of archive trans women can construct on social media, limiting 

the types of content they can share with their followers, in order to avoid “provoking” 

mistreatment. This in turn plays a clear role in the self-conceptualization and sense of security of 

these women, affecting the openness or clandestinity of these archives, encouraging trans women 

to be less publicly visible—in both on- and offline spaces—to avoid violence. The limitation of 

the archive of the self is thus ultimately the limitation of the gendered self. 

 Ultimately, “safe” practices for trans women on social media are bound up with 

hegemonic understandings of femininity. As trans women like Marcia become more comfortable 

sharing images of themselves on social media, they experience criticism both from within and 

outside the community. Trans women in Chile who “pass”28 as cisgender are exotified as sex 

objects and sex workers (regardless of any actual affiliation with sex work), while those who 

either do not “pass”—or who simply choose not to conform to hegemonic standards of 

femininity—are regularly rebuked as not feminine enough. This online feedback loop comes to 

represent a sort of instructive tool that, often passively, spreads and reifies a particular standard 

of cisheteronormative femininity to which trans women are held, in turn affecting both their 

understandings of themselves and, often, their physical bodies. It is for this reason that the 

 
28 The concept of “passing” is extremely fraught. Trans scholar and activist Julia Serano (2016) has critiqued it as 
obscuring the surveillance under which trans bodies live. While I use this term with trepidation, it emerged as 
ethnographically important during my fieldwork as the Chilean slang term “pasar piola,” or to go unnoticed. 
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archive of the self, like the physical archive read as an ethnographic object, must also seek out 

and value these traces (Alvarez 2016) and silences as equally constituent parts of the archive 

(Davis 2015; Przybylo and Cooper 2014; Vecoli 2015). In the absence of the content, the 

absence is content, urging us to take seriously the conditions that led and lead to a lack of trans 

female representation online. However, as the next section makes clear, the pressure to embody 

normative forms of gender is neither limited to trans women, nor to binary gender expression. 

(Counter)Hegemonic Gender on Social Media 
“When I first started researching [being trans], I headed to YouTube. Back then, all I 

could find were documentaries on trans kids, and then after a little more digging I found some 

things about young trans adults (jóvenes trans).” We were sitting in the living room of Noah’s29 

parents’ house in Maipú, a Santiago suburb, a few days before his double mastectomy in June of 

2016. Noah, then a trans non-binary 21-year-old with a YouTube channel, was telling me the 

story of how he began to discover and accept that he was trans.30 In 2016, he had decided to 

postpone university until he could change his legal name and sex. Now 24, Noah studies Medical 

Technology at the Universidad de Chile. He continued: “The reality I saw was really very 

different, because the majority of those YouTubers were from England or the United States.”  

 While Noah had begun to find community on YouTube, it would not have been possible 

without his ability to speak English—not common in Chile.  

I said, this is cool for me because I understand almost everything in English, but I 
know there are a lot of people who don’t. So…I finally found one trans guy from 
Mexico. It was like, the next best thing, because he at least spoke Spanish, he was 
poor like me…and he was able to get his surgery anyway. That’s when I had the 
idea to record myself.  
 

 
29 Though Noah identifies as non-binary, he uses masculine pronouns is his daily life. 
30 I remember this moment clearly, as it was the first of many stories of trans self-discovery on social media I would 
hear over the coming years, and was undoubtedly influential in shaping this project. 
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Noah’s uncommon English competence shaped the social interactions he was able to have on 

social media, again highlighting the advantages and potential pitfalls of an archive rooted in 

sociality. Noah’s case drives home the importance of taking stock of differences in access and 

know-how when studying social media. 

 While trans issues in Chile have rapidly gained visibility in the last five to ten years 

thanks to the work of activists, cisgender Chileans tend not to know much about trans people. 

The gender binary is particularly rigid in Chile, where machismo is a powerful social force 

(Olavarría and Moletto 2002). This is made especially clear in the language of the country’s new 

Gender Identity Law—passed in September of 2018—which allows for and facilitates legal 

gender transition, but only between the binary categories of man and woman.  

 Despite this legal rigidity, Noah decided to call his YouTube channel “Female to Noah,” 

a play on “female to male” that demonstrates his resistance to the binary category of “male.” 

Moreover, the fact that he named his channel in English gestures toward a desire to engage with 

the larger, global community of trans people online. Although he tends to use masculine 

A screenshot from one of Noah’s videos showing the changes in his body after 2 years on 
testosterone. 
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pronouns, Noah identifies as non-binary—that is, not a man or a woman, but in his case toward 

the masculine end of the gender spectrum—an identity category he didn’t know existed until he 

saw it in a YouTube video.  

“When I was searching on YouTube, I did start to feel like, damn (pucha), I don’t 
identify as a man, I don’t want to look like a man, so…what am I? And then one 
day I ran across a video made by two gringos31, two chicxs32, who had been 
assigned female, and they said they identified as transmasculine non-binary, and I 
was like…what?”  
 

This was a crucial moment for Noah. Though he was physically isolated from other trans people, 

YouTube allowed him to name his identity. This gave him both a subjectivity and roadmap, and 

he began to change his exterior to match his interior: not the female he had been assigned at 

birth; masculine, but not a man. Noah’s process demonstrates the instructive nature of the 

archive of the self. Stumbling upon non-binary identity allowed him to solidify his own sense of 

self as one of many non-binary people, and to forge both individual and group subjectivities 

around this term. This corresponds to Bucholtz and Hall’s theorization of “authentication,” 

which values agency—rather than essentialism—in establishing identities that can be perceived 

as “real” (Bucholtz and Hall 2013). 

 This example also brings into the focus the crucial role of the interaction with other 

archives of the self for certain kinds of trans selfhood. Before randomly browsing YouTube, 

Noah didn’t know other trans people like him existed. Had he not seen the right video, he might 

not have found this particular community, or would have adjusted to being read as a trans man 

with a non-normative gender presentation. However, the discovery of this subject position gave 

Noah the security to begin his transition: not the same transition as a trans man, but rather taking 

 
31 This term is often used a catchall term for white, Anglo-Saxon foreigners. 
32 The gender neutral form of chicos (boys, young people), wherein the ‘x’ is generally pronounced like an ‘e.’ 
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the two non-binary chicxs as an example of how gender transition might look without the binary 

poles of male and female as reference points. 

While Noah injects himself with testosterone and has undergone a double mastectomy, 

steps often taken by trans men who choose to transition biomedically, his gender expression 

eschews many of the trappings of hegemonic masculinity. Uninterested in “passing” as 

cisgender, he wears whatever clothes he likes, unconcerned with whether they are “men’s” or 

“women’s.” His hair color changes constantly, one day pink, the next day bright blue. Sometimes 

he paints his nails, and often wears a rainbow necklace. Perhaps Noah’s gender expression would 

always have been more non-binary than masculine, but his discovery of the YouTube archive of 

those two non-binary foreigners gave him a name for it, which in turn allowed him to engage in 

an active process of self-making online. Through his own YouTube videos, where he documents 

his transition, his body, and his life, Noah does the same for others. These moments of co-

mingling between archives are illustrative of the relational and dialectal nature of the relationship 

between the self and the archive. 

 Though representing the body digitally is often fraught, many trans peoples’ use of social 

media is intimately linked to their physical bodies (Smith and Watson 2017). Rather than 

reducing the body to a mere abstraction, my interlocutors use the audiovisual and textual 

specificities of social media to embody fleshy identities, including cellulite, scars, and surgical 

drains. The combination of the video archive with the immediacy of social media creates a 

feeling of experiencing each step of the author’s transition alongside them (Juhasz 2006). These 

transition videos are one of the most popular and archetypal forms of trans social media activity. 

Social media permits trans people to create living public archives of their transitions, which 

range from videos that narrate the process of coming out, doctor’s appointments, hormone 
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injections, and updates on changes in their bodies and minds: quite literally archives of the self. 

They constitute, both intentionally and often inadvertently, a kind of guide that has ramifications 

for the physical body and its relationship to the self, as they shape his viewers’ imaginaries of 

possibilities for trans embodiment. 

 While Noah’s experience of the instructive nature of the archive of the self was, largely 

positive, as counter-hegemonic gender expressions and identities become better known, they 

paradoxically contribute to the establishment of new hegemonies of gender. Non-binary people 

have become increasingly visible in Chile in the years since I first interviewed Noah, and a non-

binary activist organization—Colectivo Neutres (Neutral Collective)—has been formed in 

Santiago, with a strong online presence. With this increased visibility and institutionalization of 

non-binary identity, non-binary Chileans are asked to render themselves legible as both part of 

the trans community—a proposition often rejected by older trans activists—and as part of 

Chilean society. Furthermore, non-binary people whose gender expression is deemed too 

normative often face criticism for not being non-binary enough, a phenomenon I explore is more 

detail in Chapter 3. 

 The relational and instructive attributes of the archive of the self at once represent tools 

for both challenging and reifying hegemonic understandings of gender. As with Noah and other 

non-binary people, however, the line between the purposeful construction of a non-normative 

self and embodying a novel but increasingly hegemonic gender identity is perilously thin. The 

archive of the self must thus be read as constantly in flux, oscilating between new possibilities 

uncovered in the archives of others, and the adoption and standardization of these once dissident 

forms of gender identity and expression. As one definition of selfhood becomes overly rigid, 

another emerges to destabilize it. 
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Conclusion 
 In the digital age, social media has become one of the key loci of self-making. These 

technologies allow us a glimpse at the myriad social, cultural, and historical factors that have 

always helped to shape our identities, though often in ways that were difficult to perceive. A 

constantly shifting and socially defined phenomenon, the self is a paradox unto itself, at once 

undergirded by its putative fixity and constant flux. The archive, often imagined as a dark, dusty 

building, has also changed with the popularization of digital media technologies, opening up new 

possibilities for what an archive can be, and what work it can do. In this chapter, I have proposed 

the archive of the self as both an ethnographic graphic and a useful analytic with which to begin 

to interrogate the multiple and complex relationships between social media, the self, the body, 

and the multiple histories they inhabit. 

 The experiences of trans women like Katty, having experienced both the intense anti-

queer persecution and the generalized, unpredictable violence of the dictatorship, are almost 

completely absent from historical and archival documents from this time. Tragically, Katty is 

one of the few who has survived to tell these stories, watching as her friends died or simply 

disappeared into the precarity of life as a trans women in dictatorship-era Chile (in Argentina, 

see Correa et al. 2019). However, with the advent of social media, Katty has taken on the mantle 

of her role in the “birth” of Chile’s LGBTI movement, and had it thrust upon her. She has 

learned to use social media strategically, as a tool for the correction of historical narratives that 

leave out key details of the events they encompass, details that live only in the memories of those 

who lived through them. 

 Marcia’s experiences represent those of a person whose coming of age straddled the 

dictatorship and the return to democracy. While the understanding of the precarity of history she 

gleaned as a child drives her desire to keep an archive of her life, she has also witnessed the 
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dawn of new technologies that have allowed for an expansion of the kinds of stories that can be 

told. Hers is an archive that draws little distinction between LGBTI history and her own, 

rendering visible the multiple forces that have led to her particular trans subjectivity, one that is 

culturally, historically, and temporally rooted in increasingly hegemonic understandings of 

“acceptable” trans femininity. This highlights both the myriad changes in quality of life for trans 

people between Katty and Marcia’s generations—as Katty stated above, femininity was once 

something to be achieved, not problematized—and those issues that have remained relatively 

unchanged, such as the precarity and violence with which trans Chileans often deal. 

 Finally Noah, as a “digital native,” instinctively saw social media as a place where he 

could better explore and understand an identity for which he did not have language. YouTube 

provided him with a corresponding gender expression that privileged his own preferences over 

those of hegemonic gender norms. Nonetheless, he has also witnessed how this version of 

himself—initially rooted in liminality and steadfast refusal of gender norms—has been subject to 

normalizing forces that seek to render his non-binary identity intelligible to both the general 

public and the trans community, highlighting the often ephemeral nature of counterhegemonic 

practices. 

 Understanding social media as an archive of the self, the relationships between sociality, 

pedagogies of selfhood, History and social media are laid bare, bringing into view a tapestry of 

interactions, embodiments, and modes of selfhood that are reflective of trans self-making in 

present day in Chile. This becomes especially salient in moments of disjuncture between a 

person’s embodied gender expression and the hegemonic understandings of gender against 

which it is cast, illustrating the undesirable effects of social media sociality that also contribute to 

changes in trans Chileans’ understandings of themselves. Additionally, this analytic takes 
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seriously the relationship between individual and hegemonic historical narratives, troubling this 

distinction in order to nuance existing understandings of LGBTI history, and fill in the many 

gaps, silences, and traces left by the historical exclusion of marginalized people. 

 While this article has focused on the archival and self-making practices of certain trans 

people and activists in Chile, the archive of the self represents a useful analytic for understanding 

processes of self-making on social media writ large. As social media becomes increasingly 

central to virtually all spheres of modern life—changing how we meet friends and romantic 

partners (Gershon 2011), how we navigate and understand the built environment (Saker 2017; 

Schwartz and Halegoua 2015), and how we engage in political discourse (Bonilla and Rosa 

2015; Juris 2012; Kligler-Vilenchik and Thorson 2015)—understanding how these technologies 

constitute us as subjects is urgent for the theorization of social media as an ethnographic object, 

and not just a tool for communication.  At its core, the archive of the self seeks to understand the 

multiple and mutually constitutive relationships between people, technologies, and histories that 

lead to the formation of specific subjectivities or forms of selfhood, phenomena in which we are 

all imbricated in the age of social media. 

 The remaining chapters of this dissertation will expand upon my theorization of the 

archive of the self through ethnographic examples that demonstrate its specific characteristics: 

relationality, instructiveness, the dialectal relationship between the on- and offline selves and the 

physical body, and the destabilization of hegemonic historical narratives. In the next chapter, I 

begin by exploring the relationship between official History and personal histories in the archive 

of the self, in order to demonstrate social media’s power as a tool for counter-memory work. 
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-Alexa Manzano, Disfórica (2018)  

Chapter 2 - Historia: Social Media as a Tool for Counter-Memory 

On March 2, 2018 Chile received its first ever Academy Award for Best Foreign 

Language Film33, for Una Mujer Fantástica (A Fantastic Woman.) Directed by well-known 

Chilean filmmaker Sebastián Lelio, the film tells the story of Marina, a trans woman played by 

trans actress Daniela Vega, involved in a semi-clandestine relationship with a married but 

separated older cis man, Orlando, with whom she has just started living in his luxurious 

apartment. When Orlando has a sudden heart attack, Marina takes him to the hospital where he 

eventually dies, and where her gender and relationship to the patient are continually questioned. 

With no legal link to Orlando, the rest of the film follows Marina’s journey to negotiate her right 

to mourn in a society that does not legally recognize her personhood or relationship. Throughout 

the film, Marina’s livelihood, housing, and life are threatened both by Orlando’s hostile family 

and Chilean institutions like the medical and religious spaces she is continually excluded from.  

Marina’s experiences provide a glimpse into the everyday hardships faced by trans 

people in Chile, a country that at the time of the film’s release had passed no trans-specific 

legislation, and whose right-wing government—headed by President Sebastián Piñera—was 

actively involved in efforts to weaken or kill what would eventually become the Gender Identity 

 
33 The Chilean short “Bear Story” also won an Academy Award in 2016. 

Aprende con las luchas de antaño 
 
Sigue el ejemplo de las grandes 
 
De las que con el puño firme botaban 
murallas 
 
De las que con la voz clara gritaban 
libtertad 

Learn from the struggles of yesteryear 
 
Follow the example of your foremothers 
 
Those who broke down walls with a firm fist 
 
 
Those who shouted ‘freedom’ with a clear 
voice 
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Law, finally passed in 2018. However, what was meant to be a critique of both interpersonal and 

systemic transphobia in modern Chile, quickly became fodder for a campaign of pinkwashing 

(Schulman 2012; Puar 2007), or the strategic use of seemingly pro-LGBTI policies and events to 

present an image of a queer-affirming society. That is, what might have been a moment of 

reflection for a country struggling to come to terms with the situation of its trans population, 

instead became a moment to celebrate a victory for all Chileans, and for the country’s image as a 

whole, on the backs of trans people who continued to be excluded from full citizenship. 

Given that it was making the rounds of the film festival circuit before its eventual 

international release, Una Mujer Fantástica exists in the background of much of my field data 

from 2017 and 2018. The film was at once a sign that things for trans Chileans might be 

changing for the better—it was the first mainstream Chilean film to tackle the issue, moreover 

with a trans actress—and a lens through which grievances about everyday and systemic 

transphobia could be presented and made legible to a larger audience. The months of national 

media discourse surrounding the film both before and after its win provided a frame in which 

demands for trans rights could be connected to a commonly legible reference point, aided by its 

Chilean television premiere on Canal 13, a publicly available channel. This meant that while 

many—including myself—had had to cram into unairconditioned arthouse cinemas34 to see the 

film when it came out, the average Chilean could now view it from the comfort of their home.  

That summer, it became increasingly socially necessary to see, and have an opinion 

about, the film. In the diverse/dissident community, the reasons for this are fairly obvious. 

However, cishet Chileans began to participate in these conversations as well. As the film gained 

 
34 I saw this film at CineArte Alameda, an important arthouse cinema that has long been a fixture in Santiago’s 
counterculture. On December 27, 2019, amidst ongoing protests throughout Chile, this cinema burned down, likely 
due to the sparks from three police tear gas canisters that landed on the roof of the old, precarious structure. 
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Oscar buzz, the film’s star Dani Vega made the rounds of the talk show circuit, and ultimately 

became a cipher for people’s feelings about trans rights and people in general. For example, the 

front page of the March 8, 2018 edition of the left-wing newspaper The Clinic featured a spoof of 

one of the film’s most iconic scenes, in which—in a moment of magical realism—the 

protagonist walks into an impossible windstorm. However, their version featured the play on 

words “Una Mujer Fanática” (A Fanatical Woman), replacing Dani Vega with the face of right-

wing Senator Jacqueline van Rysselberghe, an ardent conservative Catholic and one of the main 

opponents of the Gender Identity Law in the Senate. For a few months, it seemed that the film 

was everywhere. 

 

Given its particular release—first in niche spaces and then directly to private television 

screens—most of the conversation around Una Mujer Fantástica took place on social media 

among people who had watched alone or in small groups. Reactions to the win were mixed, as 

expected; however, social media also allowed Chileans to respond to the response to the film, 
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forming what Bryce Renninger has called a networked counterpublic (2015)—building on Nancy 

Fraser’s (1992) subaltern counterpublics, itself a response to what many view as an overly 

simplistic theorization of the public sphere (Habermas 2001)—turning social media into a space 

of contestation of a historical narrative as it was being written. As right-wing politicians and 

marginally interested citizens tweeted support for the film and its protagonist, this counterpublic 

immediately spoke back, decrying what they perceived as a double standard in which trans 

people were only worthy of celebration when they were bringing glory to Chile. That is, the 

outright rejection of any trans-specific policies or rights by the Chilean right-wing was at this 

point very well known, and evidence was readily available in both traditional and social media. 

The sudden celebration of trans people seemed not only hypocritical but disingenuous, an idea I 

will be explore further shortly. 

In this chapter, I examine three moments in which trans subjects spoke back to the 

historical record, with varying levels of success: the Oscar win of Una Mujer Fantástica; the so-

called “Travestis de Lavín;” and the sudden national and international visibility of trans children 

in Chile, to make the argument that social media technologies allow the Chilean trans 

community to contest the primacy and putative objectivity of hegemonic historical narratives, 

inserting themselves and their personal experiences as a corrective to hegemonic and transphobic 

discourses that coexist with Chile’s stated interest in the well-being of its trans population. 

Furthermore, taking seriously the semantic equivalence of the Spanish words for ‘history’ and 

‘story’ (both are translated as historia), I will argue that the act of speaking back to normative 

historical narratives with personal narratives represents an act of counter-memory (Foucault 

2012) revealing official history as equally constructed, and blurring the line between the two, a 

line that is blurrier in Spanish than in English to begin with. 
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Historia/Historia 
The word historia came into Spanish from Latin, by way of Greek. The original Greek 

meaning of this word meant both “a learning or knowing by inquiry;” and “an account of one’s 

inquiries, history, record, narrative” (Online Etymology Dictionary n.d.). While this root 

eventually split off into to semantically distinct words in English—history and story—Latin, and 

thus Spanish, preserved this dual meaning of the word, one that makes no semantic difference 

between what the Anglo world understands as “History” and one’s personal narratives, or stories. 

While I in no way mean to imply that Spanish-speakers are incapable of making this distinction 

intellectually, the semantic capaciousness of “historia” allows for a problematization of the stark 

difference between the two words in English. What exactly is the difference between a story and 

a history? And what might a history look like that takes seriously both kinds of narratives? 

German historian Reinhardt Kosselleck (2016), addressing a similar duality in German, 

argues that History necessitates the formation of a singular collective made up of individual 

histories. Nonetheless, he goes on to problematize this process, asserting that the consolidation of 

these stories into a narrative that in English we call History, also results in the self-referential 

nature of History; that is, the notion of a consolidated, “objective” History relies on the 

continued reification of the epistemological processes that gave birth to History in the first place. 

Thus History exists in a cyclical relationship with itself, constantly reaffirming its own authority 

by virtue of its already extant authority. It is this process that obfuscates the constructed and 

partial nature of even official history. 

Nonetheless, historia—unqualified by adjectives like national, personal, or official—

presents a vantagepoint into other possibilities for the relationship between History and the 

personal histories or stories of the individuals that comprise a given collective. Grammatically 

speaking, there is no difference between the historia that refers to the History of Chile as a 
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nation, and the historia one friend tells another about everyday events. This lexical duality is at 

the core of this chapter, in which social media allows my interlocutors to speak back to, amend, 

and challenge hegemonic historical narratives through the addition of their own experiences to 

the constellation of stories that constitute history. In Spanish, it is in fact this adjectival 

modification of the word historia that marks historical narratives masquerading as apolitical as in 

fact produced by fallible, biased human beings. 

Counter-Memory and the Authors of History 
 One of the most pernicious features of official history is its seeming lack of author. That 

is, history textbooks are not filled with overtly partial accounts written by disparate authors. 

Rather, the authorlessness of these narratives it what confers authority upon them, giving the 

impression of some kind of disembodied, neutral authority who has written history down exactly 

as it happened. We can see this in the English ‘History’ and the unmodified Spanish ‘historia.’ 

Nonetheless, history textbooks and other records of official history are, of course, written by 

humans, with their own prejudices, priorities, and biases. What’s more, in a country like Chile 

with a nationalized curriculum, these books are produced within the bureaucratic structure of the 

national government, a body for which the creation and maintenance of national myths that 

coincide with the current government’s priorities is of vital importance. 

 Here, Michel Foucault’s (2012) theorization of ‘counter-memory’—individual memory 

discourses that resist or contradict official narratives—is useful.35 If official history has no 

author, counter-memory is defined by its author; that is, it is defined by its subjectivity rather 

than its objectivity. In marking histories as individual—stories in English, or adjectivally 

 
35 Interestingly, multiple sources cite Foucault’s definition as “an individual’s resistance against the official versions 
of historical continuity.” While I believe this to be an adequate summation of the concept, this definition does not 
appear in the text from which it is continually cited, itself gesturing to the fragility of historical narratives and the 
power of authoritative perspectives—in this case a well-respected scholar—in shaping history. 
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modified forms of historia in Spanish—my interlocutors reveal the subjective and constructed 

nature of official history, one that is based on a particular set of perspectives and priorities that is 

no less biased than any other perspective, and that is necessarily political and contestable as a 

result. This is quite literally made visible on social media, a space in which histories and 

memories in the form of texts and photos comingle with others that have previously been framed 

as mutually exclusive.   

Grande Chile 
 Immediately after hearing of 

Chile’s Oscar win, Chilean President 

Sebastián Piñera took to his Twitter 

account to congratulate those involved. He 

wrote: “Tonight Chilean cinema touched 

the stars. Chile is great (grande Chile) and a big hug, with pride and emotion, to the whole team 

of #UnaMujerFantástica, the best foreign film in the 2018 #Oscars.” Piñera, famously an 

opponent of trans and diverse/dissident rights, and particularly of the Gender Identity Law, found 

himself in the awkward position of having to congratulate the winners without compromising his 

political platform. Thus, while he failed to mention the trans person and experiences at the heart 

of the movie’s story, he did invoke Chile, not once but twice, in the 190 characters of his tweet. 

It should be stated that Una Mujer Fantástica and Historia de un Oso—a film that deals with the 

forced disappearances of the Pinochet regime through animated bears and which won the Oscar 

for Best Animated Short Film in 2015 —both received state funding through the State Bank 

(Banco Estado). Nonetheless, shortly after the release of Una Mujer Fantástica, the entity 

announced that it would no longer finance Chilean films, a move many attributed to the overtly 

political—read: leftist—nature of the two films in question. 
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 This funding notwithstanding, trans social media users were quick to remind Piñera that 

trans Chileans remained among the country’s most precarious residents, in part due to Piñera’s 

own refusal to codify trans rights into law. They drew connections and parallels between their 

own experiences and those of Marina, as well as those of the actress who portrayed her, Daniela 

Vega. One of the most common rhetorical devices concerned Vega’s legal identity. Before the 

passage of the Gender Identity Law, trans people wishing to change their legal name and sex 

markers on official documents were forced to undertake a lengthy and often traumatic process in 

family court, a process I will outline in more depth in Chapters 3 and 4; Like most trans Chileans 

at the time, Vega had not completed this process, and the discord between her expressed and 

legal identities immediately became a talking point in response to Piñera’s “support” of the film.   

One interlocutor Rayén, herself a 

transfeminine non-binary person and artist, shared a 

meme created by Radio ADN (DNA Radio) that 

circulated on social media in the days following the 

Oscars. Featuring stylized drawings of Piñera and 

Vega, the image presents Piñera’s original 

congratulatory tweet, accompanied by a headline 

from just two months before, when Piñera and his 

party Chile Vamos had announced their decision to 

reject the then-proposed Gender Identity Law. 

Finally, next to the drawing of Vega, the image reads 

“Daniela Vega will return [to Chile] after winning her Oscar with a passport that doesn’t 

represent her name and gender.” Given the promise of the Gender Identity Law to rectify this 
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situation and facilitate the process of name and sex change, this meme reads as a direct rebuke of 

the ongoing reticence to legally guarantee trans rights, in the Legislature, the Executive branch, 

and among the general public. It also exposes Piñera and his party as disingenuous in their 

sudden support of a trans film, conscious of the stakes of being on the “right side” of a historic 

event such as this. 

 In addition, it renders visible one consequence of the lack of trans identity protections 

that may not occur to cis Chileans, that of navigating the world—and especially crossing 

borders—with a government-issued ID that does not correspond to one’s outward gender 

expression. Given the bureaucratic nature of Chilean society, an ID card or carnet is required to 

do everything from renting an apartment, to applying for a job, to visiting a friend’s apartment 

building. My interlocutors shared countless stories about the trauma and violence they have 

experienced in situations where the authenticity of their IDs is questioned (Miles 2013), often 

resulting in a failure to achieve the task at hand. But when traveling, especially internationally, 

this legal vacuum becomes especially dangerous, sometimes preventing trans people from 

traveling altogether due to the lack of an acceptable form of identification. While Vega’s journey 

to the Oscars was, most likely, not overly stressful in this regard, the fear of an uncomfortable 

and potentially dangerous situation is always present, especially for trans people who do not 

possess the same level of notoriety and social capital as Daniela Vega. 

 The ubiquity of Una Mujer Fantástica on Chilean social media rendered it a particularly 

legible point of comparison between the life of the film’s main character and the experiences of 

trans people in their everyday lives. Social media became a space of contestation of the film 
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itself, and of the many Chileans who—despite their support of the film—did not express the 

same level of support for the trans people around them.36  

 In a post celebrating the film’s Goya award, 

another interlocutor, transfeminine non-binary 

researcher and activist Débora Fernández, used 

Facebook’s “share” feature to add metacommentary 

to an otherwise celebratory post. Débora wrote “In 

other news, I experienced violence on the micro (city 

bus) when I was dressed as a trans girl. At least there 

are reasons to not feel so powerless.” Here Débora’s 

commentary plays a dual role. On one hand, the 

continued success of the film seems to bolster Débora’s spirits, giving her reason to feel 

optimistic; on the other hand, the violence she experienced is rendered even more senseless 

against the backdrop of Una Mujer Fantástica. For Débora, the country’s seemingly sudden 

embrace of trans people is belied by her own continued inability to ride the city bus in peace. Her 

personal counter-memory in the construction of a historical narrative of a suddenly pro-trans 

Chile as it is still being written. 

 Débora’s critique, though pointed, remained ultimately grateful for the film and its 

portrayal of its main character. Nonetheless, others within the movement had more strident 

criticisms of the film. Though it is the first to be released by a major studio, Una Mujer 

 
36 According to one study (CADEM 2018), 67% of adult Chileans supported the proposed Gender Identity Law, 
though this number fell to 37% when asked about the inclusion of minors. It should also be stated that this survey 
was conducted after the release and success of Una Mujer Fantástica, and thus likely demonstrates an increase in 
support due to the increase in public discourse. Ethnographically, I encountered very few Chileans outside the 
community who were even familiar with the law, and the marginalized position of  
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Fantástica is far from the first trans-themed film to be produced in Chile. Filmmakers Camila 

José Donoso and Nicolás Videla released Naomi Campbel (2015) in 2013, the story of a trans 

woman living in a precarious sector of Santiago. Videla also released El Diablo es Magnífico 

(2016), a film that follows the life of a Chilean trans woman returning to Chile after 10 years in 

Paris. Wincy Oyarce has an entire oeuvre starring legendary drag performer and CUDS activist, 

the late “Hija de Perra” (Daughter of a Bitch) (2011). Yet none of these films, despite their 

success within the community, were celebrated or promoted to the extent of Una Mujer 

Fantástica, a film that many derided as elitist for its white, well-bred protagonist, famous 

director, and big budget. 

 Non-binary activist Dimarco Carrasco shared a 

video of Vega being interviewed on the red carpet of 

the Goya award with the caption “What kind of trans 

people are the ones who are visible?” Here Dimarco 

makes a larger point about the roles of race and class in 

Chilean respectability politics, allowing certain 

marginalized subjects to be celebrated even as they 

continue to be marginalized, because of their otherwise 

privileged race and class positions. Daniela Vega is certainly not a travesti, and this is made 

evident by the way she speaks, dresses, and presents herself. Vega has clearly benefitted from a 

formal education, and her increasing fame allowed the country to also get to know her supportive 

family, an unfortunately rare situation for many trans people. 
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 Nonetheless many travesti activists such as Claudia Rodríguez, who will figure 

prominently in Chapter 4, still felt interpellated by the film, though its protagonist’s experiences 

did not always map neatly onto their own. Despite the many differences between Marina and 

Claudia, Claudia nonetheless saw herself 

reflected in the affective life of the main 

character, unable to laugh, cry, or to be 

worthy of unconditional love. Claudia had 

also experienced being treated as subhuman, 

and understood intrinsically the emotional 

toll this takes. She valued the very existence 

of a film like this one, while also urging 

Vega not to forget about all the activists and 

organizations fighting for her right to an 

identity the Chilean government refused to 

recognize, even as it benefitted from both the 

publicity and the image of trans-friendliness 

provoked by the film. 

 Here as elsewhere, the importance of 

the individual details of the film and its 

production are arguably less important than 

the recognition of this reality in the public sphere. If the debate over the Gender Identity Law 

opened the door for this discussion a small crack, the success of Una Mujer Fantástica threw 

open the floodgates. While individuals were free to agree or disagree with the cause of trans 

I saw the movie Una Mujer Fantastica and I would 
see it 100 more times, because it provokes and 
interpellates me, despite the many contradictions in 
the use of image of the main character. I’m happy for 
Daniela Vega’s youth and fortune. Una mujer 
fantastica is the saddest travesti in the world. I was 
surprised by her inability to cry or laugh. From my 
perspective it symbolizes what the great Argentine 
activist Susy Shock said. “We no longer want to be 
this humanity.” That is, we’re so desperately aware 
that unconditional love is not possible, that when 
we’re treated like animals and devils, this world 
become an incommensurate deception. The film 
shows, with a travesti main character, what is for me 
one of the new struggles for travesti/trans which is 
the recognition of our existence in the world and in 
love; there are also men who love poor travestis. The 
most difficult scene for me was the conversation with 
the ex-wife of the deceased: you’re a chimera, an 
animal. I felt the finality of class. You’re not human, 
you don’t work hard, it’s impossible for you to be 
love. There is a silence that I understand, a loneliness 
that I know, we can ask neither family nor friends for 
unconditional love. A very travesti topic. We are 
alone. But, I have to say, Daniela Vega, that your 
presence means so much, despite all the red carpets 
and awards you deserve, that it would be wonderful if 
along with speaking to the public, you could direct a 
few words to all the trans and travesti organizations 
in Latin American who resist, face to face, day after 
day, who are part, like you, of this same movement 
and struggle for the recognition and reparation of our 
beaten lives. After the Oscar, maybe what will 
remain will be the recognition of your peers. My 
congratulations. 
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rights in Chile, the general public could no longer ignore the reality of trans people living among 

them. The more trans people shared their own stories in relation to the film on social media, the 

more patterns of precarity, marginalization, and systemic discrimination at the hands of the state 

emerged. This counterpublic thus ultimately coalesced around shared acts of counter-memory 

that had the effect of both solidifying these experiences as authoritative and delegitimating state 

discourse that actively opposed any action to rectify these situations in its refusal to recognize 

their very existence. 

 Ultimately, the success of Una Mujer Fantástica on the world stage is undeniably an 

important moment both in the history of the country and that of its diverse/dissident rights 

movement. Nonetheless, the continued discourse and debate surrounding the film turned it into 

flashpoint around which members of Chile’s trans community could form critiques of a 

pinkwashed national narrative of increased trans acceptance, based on their own lives and 

experiences as trans people in Chile. Social media provided a space in which object and critique 

could comingle in ways that drew attention to the hypocrisy of an anti-trans, right-wing 

government engaging in pinkwashing for its own benefit, even as it refused to provide trans 

people in Chile with even the basic tools to access some modicum of stability. Moreover, despite 

both overt and tacit efforts to frame the success of Una Mujer Fantástica as a historic moment 

for Chile and—perhaps secondarily—for trans people, the continued debate surrounding the film 

on trans social media laid bare the limitations of the film as an actual representation of trans 

experience in today’s Chile, and the partiality of narratives that sought to erase these experiences 

altogether. 

Las “Travestis de Lavín” 
 2017-18 was a particularly interesting time for Chile’s trans movement, in which many 

disparate pieces of the puzzle of legal equality seemed finally to be falling into place. There was 



 

 

94 

growing public support for the Gender Identity Law, national channels regularly ran special 

segments highlighting the experiences of trans people—and especially trans children—in their 

nightly magazine shows, and the FECH, Chile’s most important student union, elected its first 

trans president, Emilia Schnieder. These events, combined with the ongoing societal 

conversation surrounding Una Mujer Fantástica, resulted in the unearthing of trans histories that 

had been forgotten by some, and were never known by the majority. 

 One of the most emblematic cases of this phenomenon is that of the so-called “Travestis 

de Lavín” (Lavín’s travestis.) Joaquín Lavín is a perplexing figure in Chile’s trans history. A 

member of Chile’s UDI (Independent Democratic Union) party, perhaps the country’s most 

conservative major party, Lavín was a vocal supporter of Pinochet’s economic policies in the 

years immediately following the dictatorship. From 1992 to 1999, he served as mayor of Las 

Condes, a tony Santiago suburb that is also one of the wealthiest cities in the country. In 2000, he 

was elected mayor of Santiago, serving until 2004, the period during which he began to cross 

paths with some of my interlocutors. Despite his extremely conservative personal politics—

Lavín is also a very public member of the extremist Catholic organization Opus Dei—he has 

been an unlikely champion for the cause of trans/travesti rights. 

Lavín’s first foray into these issues was provoked by a disagreement between residents 

and sex workers on San Camilo street in the center of Santiago. Residents of San Camilo, 

historically both a residential neighborhood and one of Santiago sex work hubs (Asalazar 2017), 

were increasingly upset about the growing presence of trans sex workers and (putatively 

connected) drug dealers in the area. The response from the mayor’s office was to increase 

surveillance by installing a guardhouse on the street, a move that provoked the immediate ire of 
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the sex workers in question and ultimately led to the creation of an employment training program 

for the sex workers of San Camilo, popularly known as “Las Travestis de Lavín.” 

 Among these participants was Silvia Parada, founder and former president of 

TravesChile, the first officially recognized trans rights group in the country. At the time of my 

first interview with Silvia, I had only just become aware of this program, having read a piece in 

the Saturday magazine section of the online edition of the conservative newspaper El Mercurio 

entitled “El destino de las travestis de Lavín” (The fate of Lavín’s travestis) that had started to 

make the rounds on Twitter. As such, when I asked Silvia if she had participated in this program, 

she responded emphatically. “Lavín didn’t do that project, TravesChile did.” 

 Adjusting my interview plans, I asked, “Does it ever bother you that the project is 

[popularly] known as ‘Las Travestis de Lavín’ when TravesChile did all the work?” Silvia’s 

response was tinged with the passion and frustration of someone who has seen her work 

appropriated time and time again, both within and outside the movement. 

That wasn’t Lavín’s project. It just turned into his project, but it was TravesChile’s. Even 
Rolando Jiménez [of Movilh] tried to insert himself and we said no po37, you’re not 
transgénera38, you don’t do sex work, you have no reason to be talking about our needs. 
And so I talked to all the cabras (girls) that worked there because I was the most antigua 
(experienced), and the project we came up with was a zona de tolerancia (tolerance zone) 
[for sex work.] 
 

Though their idea to create an area of Santiago in which sex work would be decriminalized was 

ultimately unsuccessful, they did manage to convince Lavín to sign on to support and expand 

their existing education and training courses.  

 
37 A shortening of the Spanish “pues,” meaning “then” and often used as a vocalized pause. In Chile, po is 
ubiquitous in daily speech in a variety of contexts. In this case, it serves to provide emphasis, such that “no po” 
might be translated as “no way.” 
38 Though the word transgénero (transgender) is taken from the word género, or gender, and thus grammatically its 
gender should remain constant, Silvia and other trans women of her generation occasionally use this term, a 
feminization of transgénero that places emphasis on the particular experiences of people embodying feminine trans 
subjectivities. With the adoption of the word ‘trans’ as an umbrella term, this seems to have fallen somewhat out of 
fashion but remains prevalent among the older generation of activists. 
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 However, Lavín had initially been unwilling to even meet with what he understood to be 

a group of trouble making trans sex workers who were disturbing the peace in San Camilo. 

Ultimately, led by Silvia, the group stormed the mayor’s office and threatened to take over the 

building, a popular activist strategy in Chile, and they were finally able to meet face to face with 

the mayor. 

 Having finally convinced him to meet with them, Silvia and the others were able to share 

their personal stories with the politician for the first time. According to Silvia, when Lavín asked 

them why they engaged in sex work, Silvia responded that they had no choice. “Nobody will hire 

us. Everyone wants our carnet (government-issued ID), and what we are has nothing to do with 

what’s on that card.” After another member of the group asked Lavín if he would hire someone 

like them as a secretary, it became clear to him that the people standing before him had been left 

with few options, and that his “security” measure threatened even this form of subsistence. In 

response, and over the strident objections of his own party and the general public, Lavín created 

a pilot program of education and professionalization specifically for a group of trans/travesti sex 

workers, held at a local school, and based primarily on the mutual aid work TravesChile was 

already doing internally.  

 It should be noted that, though I did not specifically ask her about it, Silvia immediately 

began to justify to the decision to collaborate with Lavín, a member of the extremely right-wing 

UDI party, which maintains ties to the Pinochet dictatorship to this day. Her response provides a 

glimpse into the criticism Silvia often faces from within the movement: that she is a collaborator 

with a party that would rather see her dead. However, her justification is moving, and speaks to 

the desperate situation in which she and her compañeras found herself in the Chile of the late 

90’s. 
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It was a time of great necessity in our community, and it was an opportunity that I wasn’t 
offered by the Communist party, or the Socialist party… In that moment we transgéneras 
needed training and the conditions to be able to be successful in something [besides sex 
work.] And who gave it to us? Lavín po. UDI member, Opus Dei, but he gave it to us… 
 

Ultimately, Silvia had little time for party politics when she and her compañeras were staring 

death in the face. 

Each of the 25 participants was given 100,000 pesos (then about 250 USD), meant to 

cover transportation and supplies. Nonetheless, this amount was not enough to also cover their 

living expenses, meaning that most of the participants continued to engage in sex work during 

the courses, which focused on manual skills such as sewing and cosmetology, as well as 

providing participants with the high school equivalence certificate most of them lacked. 

Originally planned as a three-month program, the participants convinced the city to extend the 

program another three months, with sporadic workshops afterwards. The city went so far as to 

provide sewing machines so that the women could open their own business, seemingly oblivious 

to the rapidly shrinking place for individual garment workers in Chile’s neoliberalized economy 

(US Department of Labor 2003). Essentially, participants quickly discovered that despite their 

newly learned skills, by working exclusively in the garment industry, they were in fact more 

precarious than they had been as sex workers. Their return to the world’s oldest profession was 

swift. 

However, the economic difficulties were not the only reason for the ultimate “failure” of 

the program. As I will explore in Chapter 5, the specter of mortality plays a disproportionately 

large role in the lives of trans women and travestis in Chile. Their deaths, either at the hands of 

clients, transphobes, or the precarity in which they are often forced to live, went—and continue 

to go—uninvestigated. After one participant, Marcela, was murdered when she was purposefully 

run over by a car in an incident that was never investigated, the participants in the program began 
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quickly to understand that the city of Santiago only understood them as subjects of rights so long 

as they played by the new rules, abandoning sex work in favor of more “respectable” trades.  

Undoubtedly the most widely known death of one of the participants was the murder of 

Amanda Jofré Cerda—then-vice-president of TravesChile—at the hands of chemist and drug 

trafficker Winston Michelson del Canto. Michelson del Canto well-known among the sex 

workers of San Camilo for drugging, kidnapping, and restraining travesti sex workers, often 

forcing them to engage in nonconsensual sex acts with him and others. Amanda, just 23 at the 

time, was found dead in Michelson del Canto’s home on November 24, 2002 of an apparent drug 

overdose. Amanda’s death was one in a string of 24 suspected trans/homophobic murders that 

took place in Chile that year, only one of which resulted in criminal charges (OutRight Action 

International 2003). Alejandra Soto, former member of TravesChile and current head of the trans 

and sex workers’ rights group and union Sindicato Amanda Jofré, spoke to me about the 

incident.     

He was a member of the DINA39. He was a member of the military, right-wing, and he 
was a client to all of us. He invented synthetic cocaine in Chile, on the backs of a lot our 
compañeras whom he paid in order to observe the effects. He paid them to see what 
effect the drugs had so he could continue improving them, because he was a chemist. So 
[Amanda] was there for three days, and he gave her ether, chloroform, so that she 
couldn’t run. She couldn’t even move because she was totally drugged, and she suffered a 
pulmonary edema.  
 

It should be noted that the “official” version of this story, and ultimately the one given credence 

by the Chilean criminal justice system, was that Amanda had died of an accidental but voluntary 

drug overdose at a party at the house of Michelson del Canto. Both Amanda’s subaltern position 

 
39 The DINA, Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional or National Intelligence Directorate, was the secret military police 
created by Pinochet shortly after the 1973 coup, and was responsible for many of the incidents of torture, 
disappearance, and murder perpetrated by the regime. The name was changed in 1977 to the CNI—Central Nacional 
de Informaciones (National Information Center), though its activities remained largely the same, and was not 
dissolved until the return to democracy in 1990. 



 

 

99 

and that of her compañeras meant that, though charges were filed and evidence presented, he 

was ultimately cleared of all charges, understood to be de facto a more credible witness than the 

women he made a habit of torturing. This is especially telling given that there was another 

compañera present during these events whose eyewitness testimony was essentially ignored in 

favor of protecting a man with connections to the halls of power. 

“There was another compañera there, and he told her ‘She’s suffocating. Let’s let her die 
and we’ll just throw her body into the Mapocho40.’ And the compañera said ‘No, no, 
don’t throw her away.’ And she called us and we showed up with the cops, the media, 
and saw them carrying her outside, dead.” 
 

“So what happened to him?” I asked, shocked at the brazenness of what I was hearing. 

“He was out in a month. I mean, he was in the DINA. He had a lot of support. The police 
threw away all the pure cocaine they found there, and only confiscated the synthetic 
cocaine. The judge divided the [synthetic] cocaine into its elements, because he made it 
out of several different chemicals. So they divided it up. They never said it was synthetic 
cocaine, nor pure cocaine, nor did they say anything about the photo albums he had filled 
with photos of underaged girls,” responded Alejandra, resigned. 
 

 While I return to the importance of early mortality in the lives of many trans people in 

Chile in Chapter 5, I tell this story in order to illustrate the power of social media in contesting 

official historical narratives with counter-memory, in this case that of the “Travestis de Lavín.” 

Though social media was not yet a reality during the actual run of the program, as it has become 

ubiquitous both in Chile and internationally, surviving members of the initiative—most notably 

Silvia Parada—began to post scans and cell phone pictures of photos from the program, often 

with little or no context. In these photos, we see trans women and travestis learning skills, 

 
40 The Mapocho River bisects Santiago, dividing the more upper-class northern half from the working-class southern 
half. Though the river is now often no more than a trickle, it was once full, providing water for farming and washing 
for the city’s poorest denizens. Michelson del Canto’s suggestion that they simply throw Amanda’s body into the 
Mapocho references a common practice of the Pinochet regime, in which the bodies of political dissidents, 
disappeared people, and other enemies of the government mysteriously appeared overnight, floating in the Mapocho. 
The unabashed nature of this practice served as a mechanism of control, telegraphing the idea that the government 
could and would kill people with total impunity. That this strategy would remain in the repertoire of torture of a 
member of the DINA is both chilling and unsurprising. 
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seemingly happy and excited about this new opportunity. Nonetheless, as we have already seen, 

these photos tell an incomplete story of Lavin’s experiment. 

Bringing these 

photos to the surface is itself 

an act of dissident archival 

practice, bringing awareness 

to a historical event that—as 

far as I have observed—has 

largely been forgotten, 

except by those who 

continue to use it as a tool 

for questioning Lavin’s 

conservative credentials and, ultimately, his sexuality. Historical photos of trans women, even 

without context, belie narratives that trans right are a new, “trendy” issue. Additionally, as we 

will see in the next section, when viewed in the context of the larger archive of Silvia’s social 

media, the photos take on multiple, overlapping meaning.  

In the above photo, one of many Silvia has posted from her personal archive, we see 

program participants receiving certificates of completion and flowers. Joaquín Lavín, pictured 

with a white shirt and black tie, smiles widely, surrounded by trans women and travestis who 

appear less enthusiastic, despite having reached this milestone.41 What might be read as a fairly 

conventional graduation picture takes on a new valence in the context of the ensuing decades 

 
41 While it is easy to be cynical about Lavín’s long-standing support of the trans/travesti community—and though 
the politics his party espouses are resolutely trans- and homophobic—I should emphasize here that I believe his 
interest in this project to have been genuine, if also indisputably utilitarian. 

Vocational courses of TravesChile and the Municipality of Santiago 
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since the program. Many of those pictured are now unfortunately deceased, and others have 

simply disappeared, another common occurrence in the often necessarily transient travesti 

community. This photo, in context, stands as proof of a rare moment of pro-trans public policy 

two decades before the passage of the Gender Identity Law. However, it also ultimately evinces 

the failure of the program to reach its stated goal: that of lifting trans/travesti sex workers out of 

poverty and sex work, and providing them with other marketable skills. While I do not suggest 

that this program was a total failure, nor that none of the participants benefitted from their 

participation, the subsequent life course of most of the participants—visible in the archives of 

their social media—belie the ultimate ineffectiveness of the initiative in substantively changing 

the life conditions of the trans women and travestis in question. 

I find it telling that Silvia presented this photo with no additional commentary beyond 

“Vocational courses of TravesChile and the Municipality of Santiago,” rather than offering her 

opinion on the success or failure of the initiative. While other photos from Silvia’s archive have 

inspired conversation and debate in the comment section, as we will see below, this and other 

photos associated with the program seem to have gone largely unnoticed on Silvia’s Facebook 

wall, and she seems uninterested in sharing her feelings on them. Without commentary, the onus 

of interpretation falls on the viewer who, given the relatively scant historical memory of the 

program, led to no overt engagement with the post. This points to the importance of the presence 

of dissident voices—and not just their images—in the creation of alternative and activist 

archives. Though photos directly related to the program itself seem not to have inspired much 

response from Silvia’s social media circle, other photos from her archive served as loci for both 

overt and more subtle individual and group renegotiations of their own history, as well as that of 

the trans/travesti community and movement more generally. 
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A Tarnished Legacy 
 One chilly July morning, as I was wrapping up my long-term fieldwork, I called an Uber 

and headed to the home of Silvia Parada, a mid-century apartment that she shared with her 

mother. Though I had been there once before, I was soon lost in the winding passageways and 

alleys of the neighborhood, and only managed to reorient myself after a quick phone call to 

Silvia. She greeted me in the doorway with her hair in a cap, protecting her bathrobe from the 

bleach she had just applied. After a few minutes of small talk, Sylvia handed me a plastic 

shopping bag bursting with cardstock sleeves containing 3x5 prints of photos, negatives, and 

ephemera from decades of trans/travesti activism, as well from the everyday lives of the trans 

women and travestis who have marked Silvia’s life in one way or another. I gratefully received 

these materials, excited about what forgotten narratives might lie within.  

I was, frankly, quite surprised that Silvia had entrusted me with these materials and this 

project. She mentioned in our first interview that she doesn’t usually give interviews for free, and 

was understandably suspicious of my intentions the first time we met.42 Though I had known of 

Silvia for several years, I didn’t meet her in person until 2018, when current TravesChile 

president Katty Fontey introduced us at my request. In one of our early meetings, I had 

mentioned to Silvia that I had brought two portable scanners with me, the use of which was open 

to any of my interlocutors and their networks. These scanners proved useful in helping individual 

activists and organizations preserve scattered archival materials in digital form, and I ultimately 

donated one of them to TravesChile when I left. While Silvia suggested that I should keep a copy 

of her scanned materials—and I did—this was by no means a condition for her use of the 

scanning equipment. 

 
42 I should mention that while no money changed hands, for our first interview I arrived with cookies and tea as 
requested, and as my relationship with TravesChile evolved, I helped the group with translation, communication 
with foreign NGO’s, grant proposals, and general technical questions. 
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As mentioned above, Silvia became a founding member and the inaugural president of 

TravesChile—likely the first dedicated trans/travesti rights group in the country—in the late 

‘90s. In an interview with Silvia, she remembered the formation of the group in 1997, while 

others say 1998, a testament to the precarity of memory and the nebulous shape of many early 

diverse/dissident groups in Chile. This is in part due to the existence of Article 365, an 1874 

statute which criminalized sodomy—making diverse/dissident organizing de facto illegal—and 

was partially repealed in 1999, the year in which the organization was officially granted 

personalidad jurídica (legal personality) by Lavín himself.  

Silvia was an integral part of the trans/travesti movement in Chile throughout the 90’s 

and early 2000s, even establishing a small restaurant/soup kitchen in the Santiago borough of 

Recoleta where trans/travesti women could earn some income and establish a new role for 

themselves in the community. Unfortunately, this restaurant would ultimately be Silvia’s 

downfall, leaving a stain on her legacy that follows her to this day. The building in question was 

located next to a casa de SENAME43—essentially an orphanage—meaning that the teenagers 

who lived there were often customers at the restaurant. 

What happened next, as with all controversies, depends on who you ask. The official 

narrative—and the one that ultimately led to her incarceration—is that Silvia engaged in sexual 

acts with several of the young men from the SENAME house in exchange for food, clothes, and 

money. At least one of these boys had a cognitive disability, a fact that never goes unmentioned 

in the news coverage of the time. This is the version of events that still circulates within the 

movement, and has prevented Silvia from engaging in any sort of organized activism since her 

release. It is also the reason that, even though Silvia is no longer directly linked to the 

 
43 Servicio Nacional de Menores, or National Service for Minors. Recently the SENAME has faced a seemingly 
endless string of scandals, ranging from sexual abuse, physical and emotional abuse, and financial mismanagement.  
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organization, TravesChile has been repeatedly denied membership in both national and 

international coalitions of LGBTI organizations. 

However, as Silvia tells it, she was simply a victim of circumstance, and of a system that 

assumed her guilt based on who she was. As her lawyer argued at the time, Silvia maintains that 

the accusations against her were motivated by revenge, after she accused several of the boys in 

question of stealing a cell phone from the Recoleta house. Because of her long history of 

activism—particularly a style of activism that was at once disruptive and open to alliances with 

the strange bedfellows like the political Right—and her equally long history of run-ins with the 

criminal justice system which I will explore below, Silvia feels that she was targeted and 

prejudged before her trial even began,44 a punishment for breaking through the wall between 

publics and counterpublics that were not supposed to mix.     

The Making of Silvia Parada 
 Born in 1969, Silvia came of age in the most repressive years of the dictatorship, when 

state-sponsored torture, forced disappearances, and murder were still everyday events. Silvia, 

who as a young teenager had already found her way to the clandestine brothels in the San Camilo 

neighborhood, was often a target of these abuses, given her particularly precarious position as a 

young trans woman. 

I suffered a lot of repression at the hands of the dictatorship. The girls today have it easy 
(están en una taza de leche) you could say, because we really suffered a lot of repression, 
discrimination…I think we transgéneras were the most repressed segment of society 
because we were out there for people to see in those difficult times, not like the gays, 
who could hide themselves by putting on a more masculine front. 
 

 
44 I should clarify here that, given the documented realities of both systemic abuse in the Chilean SENAME system 
and the targeted incarceration of trans women in Chile and around the world, it seems likely that only Silvia and the 
young men in question are the only ones who will ever really know what happened. Nonetheless, Silvia is 
undoubtedly one of the founding and most emblematic members of what is now Chile’s trans/travesti movement. a 
movement that, as I have argued throughout, has lost many of its pioneers, and thus it seems a politically and 
historically important act to include Silvia’s contributions despite this admittedly troubling situation. 
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Despite her youth, and perhaps because of it, Silvia was not spared by the dictatorship, as we can 

see from the quote above. Because of her particularly precarious position and the brazen violence 

of the regime, Silvia became well known to the Chilean police at a young age, as remains the 

case for queer youth around the world (Peterson and Panfil 2014). The very conditions of her 

survival required acts that were classified as criminal by the dictatorship. This history of 

“criminality” also did her no favors during her subsequent legal troubles. 

I was thrown into the Zanjón de la Aguada45, where we had to hold onto the wild 
blackberry bushes [to keep from drowning]. There was an officer whose last name was 
Moncada, and he used to hit us, humiliate us, and we’d go to the hospital and they’d tell 
us they didn’t care what happened to us, and if we wanted to make a complaint we would 
have to do it with the duty officer. 
 

 Silvia acquired a great deal of calle—or street smarts, a concept I will explore more in 

depth in Chapter 4—from her teenage years engaging in subsistence sex work and running afoul 

of the military regime. Nonetheless, as she gestures to at the end of the quote, Silvia views these 

early experiences of repression—and the climate of anti-trans sentiment during the 

dictatorship—as having been formative of an activist subjectivity forged out of necessity. She is 

strident in her constant reminders that Chile would not have a diverse/dissident rights movement 

if it weren’t for the work of those trans women and travestis who had no choice but to fight.  

The repression was huge. We suffered the worst consequences of homosexual oppression 
that you can have in this country. I think we transgéneras are owed a great debt, by the 
country, its people, and in general the homosexual community. They owe us for having 
fought for the way things are now. 
 

This feeling of enmity toward what is often perceived as a machista, homonormative Chilean 

LGBTI movement was common among my interlocutors who identified outside the strictures of 

 
45 The Zanjón de la Aguada is a river that runs from east to west across Santiago’s poorest neighborhoods, 
eventually emptying into the Mapocho river. Isolated from the city center and from public transportation—and one 
of the main locations of the informal settlements (callampas) eventually decimated by the military regime—the 
Zanjón was often used by the military police as a torture device. 
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hegemonic masculinity (Campbell 2014). I would also assert that Silvia’s resentment and the 

general lack of recorded trans/travesti history are intimately linked. With scant traces of people 

like Silvia—and Silvia herself—in the historical record, younger generations of activists often 

don’t know where to look in order to uncover these narratives. This in turn exacerbates the 

invisibilization and increased precarity of trans/travesti activists within the larger movement, 

provoking understandable reticence on the part of activists like to Silvia to remain actively 

involved. In bringing this history to light, Silvia attempts to right this wrong, emphatically 

demonstrating that people like her have been part of Chile’s history as long as there has been a 

Chile. 

 Additionally, her feelings of resentment are necessarily rooted in the experience of 

surviving where others have not. Over the course of her life, Silvia has watched countless 

friends, acquaintances, and compañeras die at the hands of transphobic clients, wither away in 

the early days of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, or simply disappear without a trace. Sadly, 

unexplained disappearances of trans/travesti women were almost ubiquitous in my interviews 

with “older” activists (las trans históricas, or historic trans women.) To some extent, they have 

internalized the idea that to live as trans/travesti is to live a life of precarity, a life in which one 

can simply disappear. This is evident in the way that many of these senior activists refer to their 

lost friends, almost exclusively by chosen first names, and almost never with a last name.  

Long before the Gender Identity Law eventually passed, trans women and travestis gave 

themselves, and each other, names that more closely corresponded to their identities. Though I 

hesitate to read too much into the practice of omitting last names, it seems likely that this was 

due to both the precarity of the subsistence-based social groups in which they found 

themselves—one might simply have to leave town to find better work—and a reticence to 
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continue to identify with the families that had, almost universally, abandoned and left them to 

fend for themselves on the street. Nonetheless, in spite of the scant archival record of many of 

their existences, activists like Silvia are using social media to flesh out the historical record, 

providing a partial glimpse into the lives of those who can no longer tell their own stories, and 

troubling simplistic, progressivist narratives of diverse/dissident equality. 

Baby/Bamby 
 One example is a post Silvia made in May 2018. 

We see a young, freckle-faced woman posing demurely for 

the camera, with a caption that reads “La Baby46, 

compañera, very good and humble person. RIP.” As in her 

previous posts, Silvia provides scant information herself as 

to the identity of the woman in the picture. Beyond her 

name, and Silvia’s reference to her as a compañera, 

implying that she was most likely part of Silvia’s circle of 

trans/travesti activists, the photo remains largely 

uninterpreted. We also understand, due to the last three 

letters of the post, that the woman in question is deceased. 

Nonetheless, unlike Silvia’s earlier post about the Lavín 

initiative, this post generated quite a bit of discussion, and consequently allows for a deeper 

analysis of how social media can be used as a tool for contesting and revealing the constructed 

nature of all historical narratives. 

 
46 Though not present in the “official” dialect of Spanish regulated by the Royal Spanish Academy, in Chile, the use 
of the definite article before a name is standard, and indicates shared acquaintance. That is, in referencing La Baby, 
Silvia tacitly appeals to a segment of the population who also previously knew her. 
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Beginning directly below the post, we can see 

that it has inspired a variety of emotions in Silvia’s 

online community. The “like,” “sad,” and “surprised” 

Facebook reactions provide a glimpse into the myriad 

emotions one might feel when confronted with a 

forgotten person from one’s past. While I hesitate to 

read too much into the “like” reaction—it is the 

original and default option for Facebook users—the 

mixture of surprise and sadness will be familiar to 

many. The sadness may speak simply to the fact that 

she is deceased, the way she died (unknown to me), 

or simply the vague melancholy of nostalgia. Surprise 

may similarly index her death, but is almost certainly 

also surprise at the sudden realization of the passage 

of decades since the photo was taken.  

The fifteen comments below the post contain 

a wealth of information that allow us to gain a 

glimpse of the woman behind the photo. Read 

together, they constitute a written “oral” history 

archive in which we can observe how partial 

individual memories build on each other to reveal a more complete picture of the person in the 

photo, as well as a snapshot of a historical moment in which—according to official history—

Dancing with the gods!!! 

I met her with La Taylor! 

She was so young and such a nice 
person I didn’t know she was 
with God. 

Yes I remember her, when did 
she die 

My beautiful friend may God 
keep you in his holy kingdom I 
know you are with him because 
of your humility and the clean 
heart you had. 

What happened to 
her 

Silvia that’s la Bamby 

You remembered her name! 
I knew that wasn’t it… 

I worked with her and la 
Fabiola Taylor, very beloved 

I didn’t know she had died L 
RIP very nice person 

She was in Valpo at la 
Taylor’s house in those years 
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people like her did not exist. The comments fall into a few main categories, which I will explore 

briefly below. 

First, there is the deceptively simple question of her name. Though Silvia refers to her in 

the original post as Baby, several of their mutual friends are quick to remark that the person in 

the photo’s name was Bamby. One simply remarks that she couldn’t remember the name of the 

person in the photo, but was sure that Baby wasn’t it. Interestingly, Silvia never reenters the 

conversation, and thus we are left to wonder about this person’s true identity. Silvia’s 

identification of the subject of the photo as Baby could be explained away as a simple typo; 

alternately it demonstrates the fragility of human memory, and the importance of affective 

relationships—despite this confusion, Silvia highlights many of Baby/Bamby’s positive 

attributes in the short post—over minutiae.  

The politics of trans naming practices have historically been fraught in Chile, a situation 

that has likely been somewhat remediated by the recent passage of the Gender Identity Law. The 

reality is that neither Baby nor Bamby was this person’s legal name, and thus this collective 

uncertainty stands as evidence of the reality and consequences of this state of affairs, one which 

cishet Chileans often have a hard time grasping. That there is almost certainly no official record 

of her name in existence —a fact that would have prevented her from obtaining an education, 

gainful employment, and completing even the most quotidian of tasks—lends credence and 

urgency to the fight for full legal recognition of trans identities in Chile. Finally, the ability and 

willingness of this online community to correct this information demonstrates the existence of a 

historically tight-knit community of trans women and travestis that is often framed as a relatively 

recent occurrence. Though History may not remember Baby/Bamby, her friends certainly do; if 
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they can remember her, her absence from the historical record is exposed as an omission rather 

than an oversight. 

Related to this final point, the comments on Silvia’s post present a sketch of one facet of 

the social relations, hierarchies, and interactions of this group at the time the photo was taken 

(likely in the mid to late ‘90s). Three separate comments share anecdotes of meeting 

Baby/Bamby with Fabiola Taylor, then a fixture of in the Valparaíso trans/travesti community 

(Valparaíso, in the grand tradition of port cities, has also historically been a hub for sex work and 

thus also trans/travesti women.) Her relationships with both Fabiola and those who commented 

on the photo reveal a faded picture of a geography of relationships marked by certain emblematic 

figures in each city, who might provide shelter or resources for other compañeras, or simply a 

social context in which members of the community could meet. These protected spaces are of 

great significance for members of marginalized communities, who are often discouraged or 

directly prohibited from gathering in public. Thus while we can be reasonably certain that 

Baby/Bamby and Fabiola were friendly, we can also draw larger conclusions about the modes of 

sociality in this community marked by a combination of shared subjectivity, precarity, and labor.   

Finally, we are reminded of the precarity of trans/travesti life in Chile by the number of 

commenters expressing that they were unaware of their friend’s passing. While it might be 

difficult to understand how one friend could be unaware of the death of another, it is crucial to 

remember that due to the subsistence-based nature of most of these trans women and travestis 

lives, sudden disappearances within the community were—and sometimes still are—the norm. 

Especially during the dictatorship, these women went where there was work, especially favoring 

the mining towns of the North, where demand for sex work and other feminized forms of labor 

was steadier and less clandestine. The transient nature of boom towns is a natural fit for people 
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looking to move through society relatively unnoticed. This must be added to the reality of the 

many unreported murders and forced disappearances of trans women and travestis both during 

and since the dictatorship; while many seem to be learning of her death for the first time, they do 

not express great surprise at the news, but rather seem to accept it as an unfortunate inevitability. 

Ultimately, it may be that much of the information concerning Baby/Bamby’s life died 

with her. It is unlikely that she maintained significant contact with her family of origin, and her 

compañeras’ memories are fragmented and partial. However, this post and its accompanying 

photo serve to illustrate the utility of reading social media as an archive of personal histories that 

can fill in gaps in the official historical record. While the particulars of Baby/Bamby’s life are 

not necessarily revealed in the comments on the post, the post nonetheless inspired an exchange 

in which a community as nebulously bounded as this one nonetheless demonstrates its own 

unique history, one that contradicts historical narratives that seek to frame trans/travesti concerns 

as recent phenomena. 

It should also be noted that, in comparing Silvia’s two posts, only the second post 

inspired interaction between members of Silvia’s online community. I propose that despite the 

stated goals of Lavín’s program, its failure to produce any tangible, long-term changes in the 

lives of its participants has contributed to its place on the historical cutting room floor. While the 

program itself is indisputably historic, it seems likely that those pictured—those who remain—

remember this time in their lives as just one more opportunity for advancement that didn’t pan 

out, a source of immediate and desperately needed funding and support with little long-term 

impact. However, the discussion surrounding Baby/Bamby highlights the heightened importance 

of sociality in the trans/travesti community in Chile, an unsurprising fact for a population that is 

often disowned by their families, expelled from their schools and homes, and forced to find 
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chosen family among like-minded people. The juxtaposition of these examples demonstrates the 

wide disparity between the stated goals of pro-trans/travesti programs and policies and their 

eventual effects. This sociality, however temporary, is fundamental to the construction of both a 

shared history and a political consciousness. Thus, while both examples represent efforts to 

“speak back” to historical narratives, only the latter overtly questions which events are 

historically important, and to whom.  

In the final section of this chapter, I shift my attention to the creation of new trans 

histories and subjectivities in the increasingly powerful movement for the rights of trans children 

in Chile, an issue that became especially salient in the final debates surrounding the scope of the 

Gender of Identity Law and its relation to parental authority. As OTD refocused much of its 

public facing work to coincide with this trend, it also became clear that establishing trans 

children as always already subjects of history—and specifically trans history—was crucial both 

to organizational and movement goals and to the creation of the next generation of Chilean trans 

activists. Finally, I will examine how trans children are interpellated by their elders as de facto 

subjects of history. 

Con mis hijos no se metan  
In July 2017, a bright orange bus called “El bus de la libertad” (the Freedom Bus) made 

its way through the streets of Santiago and several other major Chilean cities. Brought to Chile 

by two anti-LGBTI organizations, Padres Objetores de Conciencia (Conscientious Objector 

Parents) and the Observatorio Legislativo Cristiano (Christian Legislative Observatory), the bus 

had already made appearances in Spain, Mexico, and the United States, with overtly transphobic 

slogans such as “Boys have penises, Girls have vaginas.” Nonetheless, the Chilean version of the 

bus read: “Con mis hijos no se metan. Nicolás tiene derecho a un papá y una mamá. –Estado + 
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Familia” (Don’t mess with my kids. Nicolás has the right to a father and a mother.47 –State 

+Family). These slogans, on the surface seemingly unrelated to trans-specific issues, were born 

out of culturally situated tensions concerning the relationship between age and gender identity 

that have recently begun to gain purchase both in Chile and across Latin America.  

The bus’ arrival in Chile, a relatively far-flung corner of the world from its origins in the 

Global North, was sparked by two major political fights: the then-ongoing debate over Chile’s 

proposed Gender Identity Law, and Circular (government guideline) 0768, a recommendation 

from the Ministry of Education designed to protect trans students. Though Chile is often 

understood—alongside fellow Southern Cone nations, Argentina and Uruguay—as more liberal 

and queer-friendly than its Latin American neighbors to the North, the proposed Gender Identity 

Law represented the first piece of Chilean legislation to specifically address the needs of trans 

people. Originally introduced to Congress in 2013, the bill was reiteratively debated, given suma 

urgencia (highest priority), and tabled so frequently that by 2017, little progress had been made 

toward its passage, but frustration on both sides of the issue had reached a boiling point. As such, 

when the inclusion of children and adolescents in the law was proposed, it emboldened the 

country’s small but vocal anti-trans movement—spearheaded by Chile’s growing Evangelical 

 
47 This uniquely Chilean slogan makes reference to a polemical children’s book published by LGBTI rights group 
Movilh in 2014 about a little boy named Nicolás who has two dads called, appropriately, “Nicolás tiene dos papas” 
(Nicolás has two dads.)  
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Christian population and led by Marcela Aranda, the head of the Observatorio, who herself was 

subsequently outed as the mother of an 

estranged transgender daughter.  

The slogan she helped to 

popularize, Con mis hijos no se metan, or 

Don’t Mess with My Kids, quickly 

became a hashtag and rallying cry for the 

anti-trans movement in Chile in 2017 and 

2018. Inspired by Circular 0768, which suggested that all students in public schools be granted 

the right to use bathrooms, names, and uniforms that correspond with their gender identity, 

conservative forces quickly latched onto rhetoric 

from the Global North about the supposed dangers of 

trans women in women’s bathrooms.48 In one 

instance, they went so far as to warn that an adult 

man who identified as a 5-year-old girl might 

demand the right to use the same bathroom as school 

children. While not officially related, the Gender 

Identity Law and the Circular 0768 both sought to 

include trans children and adolescents as subjects of 

law and equal members of Chilean society, in 

 
48 It should be noted that despite anti-trans scare tactics, implementation of the guidance was entirely voluntarily; 
additionally, contrary to popular belief, it did not propose the creation of the much maligned baños mixtos (mixed-
gender bathrooms), but rather encouraged schools to provide options that would allow trans students access to 
private or single-occupant bathrooms. 
 

A post equating an OTD photo campaign in 
Santiago's metro with the ideología de género. 
"Ensaring kids all over. Enough of the perverse 
dictatorship against children and families. They want 
everyone to be crazy like them." 
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accordance with international guidelines set forth by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 

(2017). Nonetheless, these same guidelines privilege the “best interests of the child” as 

paramount, without defining the meaning of this phrase in any meaningful way. As such, this 

battle over what exactly the best interests of a trans child might be is ultimately a question about 

the rights of trans children to write their own histories, and in fact their obligation to do so.   

Opponents of the Circular framed it as evidence of the supposedly insidious ideología de 

género (gender ideology), akin to the so-called “radical gay agenda” decried in the Global North. 

Importantly, both the “radical gay agenda” and the ideología de género are often framed by anti-

LGBTI voices as inherently dangerous for children, predatory discourses that seek to disrupt the 

nuclear family and cisheteronormative gender roles. This sentiment results in a framing of 

children and adolescents as fragile and at risk (Ticktin 2017)—in some ways incapable of full 

selfhood—but it also positions trans youth and their stories as inherently powerful, with the 

potential to significantly transform the status quo. That is, the simple acknowledgement in the 

classroom of trans subjectivities as reality is understood as sufficient to shatter their—and their 

classmates’—entire worldview. Given the importance of fixed, binary gender to the Chilean 

national imaginary, trans youth are framed by both supporters and opponents as intrinsically 

powerful, holding the future of gender relations—and thus the Chilean status quo—in their 

bodies. For better and for worse, individual trans children become emblematic of the master 

category of trans youth, as well as the future of trans people and activism—and trans history—in 

the country. 

The Kids are All Right 
 This emphasis on the rights of trans youth was part of a larger trend that played out over 

the course of my fieldwork. In fact, during the 5 years in which I was most actively working with 

and researching at OTD, perhaps the greatest organizational shift I witnessed was the increased 
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inclusion of children and adolescents in the organization’s programming and messaging. Though 

when I first arrived at OTD in 2013, there was little to no discussion about the rights of trans 

children, by 2017, the country was embroiled in a debate about age, trans identity, and bodily 

autonomy. This shift is at least partially due to the continual struggle for relevance and funding 

faced by diverse/dissident NGOs in Chile, who are often forced to shape their political agendas 

according to available grant money and sympathetic politicians (Thoreson 2014). Nonetheless, 

the key locus of discussions surrounding trans minors was the ongoing discussion of the Gender 

Identity Law. Both sides—trans activists and their supporters vs. the largely Evangelical-backed 

anti-trans movement—seemed, at that point, to understand that the law’s eventual passage was a 

foregone conclusion, but the inclusion of minors remained an open question.  

As a result of this expansion of organizational emphasis, OTD asked me to interview a 

few of its youngest members for an eventual article in the organization quarterly magazine Le 

Trans. Sofía49—then an 8-year-old trans girl—and her mother Jacqueline shared their 

experiences with me in a small room at OTD’s headquarters. When I asked how the conversation 

about Sofía’s gender identity had begun in their household, Jacqueline responded without 

hesitation,  

“Sofía was always there, we just couldn’t see her (no supimos verla). She always 
says that Sofía was there since the moment she was born. From a very young age, 
she started showing us that she was Sofía, through the way she dressed, the things 
she liked, the way she played, the way she related to others…she always used her 
older sister’s clothes, accessories, toys…” 
 

As I explore more in depth in the next chapter, this framing of gender as inherent and inborn is 

not particularly new, as it has been the preferred position of LGBTI rights groups in the Global 

 
49 It should also be stated that, despite my best efforts, I did not get a lot of answers from Sofía, who was both very 
young and very shy. Thus the data presented in this section is largely taken from the answers given by Jacqueline, 
her mother, and thus is indicative of larger familial and social understandings of trans youth, rather than necessarily 
Sofía’s own. 
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North for some time (Williams 2014; Bennett 2014), both in relation to gender identity and 

sexuality. It has quickly become taboo in many activist circles to problematize the so-called 

“born this way” conceptualization of non-normative gender and sexuality, and this is no less true 

in Chile. To some extent, the popularity of this framing is due to the undeniable fact that it 

resonates with cishet people by mapping onto their understandings of their own gender identities; 

that is, for those who identify with their assigned gender, their gender identities often appear to 

be natural and innate. Despite the rhetorical importance of individual freedom of choice in the 

hyper-neoliberalized US and Chile, the general public has been much more sympathetic to the 

idea that diverse/dissident people simply can’t help being the way they are. In turn, this has 

allowed activists to appeal to the logics and sympathies of other, more broadly accepted social 

movements based not on choice but rather on a perceived—if complicated—biological basis. 

The logic goes that there is something about Sofía, something legible in her preferences, 

mannerisms, and actions, that has always been Sofía, and has always been a girl. 

 It is crucial to emphasize here that in thinking critically about this narrative, I do not in 

any way seek to invalidate the subjectivities of my interlocutors. Rather, I hope to highlight the 

role that telling one’s own story of arriving at a trans identity may play in reifying, solidifying, or 

destabilizing that narrative as objective truth, an idea I explore more deeply in the next chapter. 

This “truth” is ultimately framed as residing in and on the bodies on trans children, often taking 

for granted the constructed nature of gender identity in the home, among family members and 

peers, and in broader society. Thus, while I emphatically reject any analysis that would deny 

trans people their rights to their own stories and to self-determination, the interrogation of these 

stories can ultimately bring to the surface understandings of gender identity at work in Chile 

without questioning the “veracity” of the individual stories I heard. Moreover, this tension 
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between lived experience and normative narratives is illustrative of how individuals can expose 

historical narratives as constructed by highlighting the 

process of construction in real time. The fraught position of 

trans youth in today’s Chile’s is at once a testament to the 

power and limitations of the role of personal history in 

consolidating and archiving the history of a larger group. 

 Sofía’s personal story was also highlighted in a May 2018 

BBC article (Chambers 2018) that circulated widely on 

social media. The article’s title, “Chile transgender: 

‘Growing up here is torture,’ sensationalizes what is 

ultimately a much more nuanced argument made by Sofía’s 

mother, and obliquely evokes the country’s dictatorial past. 

While it is true that Jacqueline does state that “Growing up here is torture [for them],” the bulk 

of the article is in fact filled with anecdotes about Sofía playing in the park, being accepted at her 

new school and, perhaps unexpectedly, winning the support of some of the drug dealers in her 

neighborhood. Jacqueline explained in the article: 

"I live in a rough neighbourhood and there are drug dealers in our building. I went to 
them and told them that my son was going to start dressing as a girl and that I hoped they 
would support us and talk to their children, so he50 wouldn't get bullied." 
 

Sofía’s family makes their home in Recoleta, a large area of Santiago which, while close to the 

city center, represents a liminal space in which college students, tourists, gay and straight clubs 

 
50 Though the article itself engages in both deadnaming and misgendering Sofía, it is likely that this is a result of a 
decision made by the reporter, rather than by Sofía or her family. The article, published in English, uses translated 
quotes from an interview with Jacqueline in Spanish. Since Spanish does not normally require the use of overtly 
gendered pronouns once the subject has been established, it is unclear to me what the gender pronoun in the original 
quote was.  



 

 

119 

and bars, OTD, and Silvia Parada’s infamous former restaurant all coexist with some of the 

city’s most economically precarious residents. Additionally, Recoleta has long had a reputation 

of drug dealing and sex work—especially in the San Camilo area mentioned above—two highly 

stigmatized forms of labor in Chile. With the arrival of waves of immigrants of African descent 

From Colombia, Venezuela, and Haiti in recent years, this has also led to the racialization of 

these trades and of the community itself, reaffirming its status as a “rough neighbor[u]rhood,” 

and thus one that—based on hegemonic ideas about race and class in Chile—might not be 

welcoming of a little trans girl. Nonetheless, as her mother makes clear, their neighbors not only 

supported Sofía, but congratulated them for their courage.  

 This example demonstrates not only the often-limited context provided alongside articles 

shared on social media—highlighting the necessarily partial nature of social media research— 

but also demonstrates the power of individual histories to simultaneously affirm and question 

seemingly mutually exclusive narratives. While Jacqueline states, rightfully so, that Chile 

remains a very difficult place to grow up trans, the article is also full of hopeful anecdotes of 

“normal” childhood, in which Sofía’s gender identity—as yet undisclosed to her peers at a new 

school—ceases to be an issue, at least for her and those closest to her. 

 Nonetheless, this somewhat uncomplicated, idyllic picture of trans childhood—along 

with obscuring a much more complicated reality—is also of concern for some of the older 

participants in the trans right movement. Two years before my interview with Sofía, I 

accompanied OTD’s then-Vice-President Franco Fuica on a trip to Congress in Valparaíso to 

observe the debate over the most recent version of the proposed Gender Identity Law. As I had 

just arrived in Chile for the “summer” (Chilean winter), I asked Franco to give me a quick update 

on how the proposal had changed since my last visit a year before. At this point, the inclusion of 
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children in the law was already being debated, and there was not yet consensus—even within the 

movement—about the best path forward.  

While Franco ultimately favored the inclusion of children in the law, a position he has 

maintained throughout the ensuing years, he did have one unexpected concern about children 

transitioning. Franco expressed concern that, while early transition was undoubtedly beneficial 

for the children in question, it ran the risk of depoliticizing the movement as fewer and fewer 

trans people would be legible as trans. In Franco’s telling of his own history, moments of 

marginalization, the process of coming out, and the gradual and notable nature of his transition 

as an adult were all key building blocks of his eventual activist subjectivity. He worried that as 

fewer trans children experienced these moments of rupture—of public reckoning with 

transness—trans people who transitioned later in life might be even more marginalized, and 

receive less support from a depoliticized trans population.51  

“There’s a huge difference between being Selenna, who’s 6, and Silvia Parada, who’s 
[60]52. I mean, Selenna has a whole world of possibilities in front of her, because she’s 
being recognized at a very young age, you know? They’ll probably recognize her in 
primary school, high school, university…she’s not going to have the same social 
problems as someone like Silvia, whose identity wasn’t recognized during her productive 
years, who never had a decent work environment, who was never able to get an 
education. At the end of the day, when the law passes, yes it will change her name and 
gender. But that whole lifetime she lost? That was all for nothing.” 

 
At the heart of Franco’s concerns is an anxiety about both individual trans futures—those of the 

children in question—and the future of trans history more generally. That is, a future in which 

 
51 It is important to emphasize that this fear is rooted in the realities of older generations of Chilean trans people, for 
whom reparations were being debated at the time, though this measure was ultimately removed from the final 
version of the law. 
52 Here Franco took a guess at Silvia’s age, adding more than 10 years to her real age. This highlights the murky and 
yet emblematic place of las trans histróricas (historic trans women), even in the minds of those who know them 
personally. Silvia is glossed as belonging to this generation, despite being significantly younger than most of the 
others who are put into this category. 
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many trans people are no longer marked as such might pose an existential threat to a history that 

depends on the articulation and celebration of difference.  

Though the legislative session we had traveled to observe was ultimately postponed—an 

infuriatingly common occurrence—this extra time in Valparaíso gave me time to converse with 

Franco, as we perused the port’s open-air flea markets and shared lunch at his favorite vegetarian 

restaurant, about the generational differences in Chile’s trans population, especially among 

activists. He worried that the gender experimentation that often accompanies adult transition 

might be subsumed under the weight of an easily reproducible and legible gender binary on the 

bodies of cisnormative trans people. Franco understood and understands his personal history as 

key to his gender identity, an identity that is uniquely his, based on experiences of both 

marginalization and acceptance. Moreover, he credited his transition with pushing him to think 

outside the gender binary, no longer overly concerned with hegemonic standards of masculinity 

and femininity.  

Thus, his trepidation about the prospect of invisible trans children—and eventually trans 

adults—is not about wishing marginalization upon new generations, but rather a genuine concern 

about the future of a movement that he views as having the possibility to destabilize the gender 

binary entirely. In this way, his history and Sofía’s are both revealed to wield great power over 

the gendered status quo of Chilean society, as well as the future of the movement. Moreover, as 

he expressed above, the lack of recognition of trans narratives until recently—as in the case of 

Silvia—is revealed as one of the key differences between the living conditions and future 

possibilities for different generations of trans people. Had Silvia been allowed to define her own 

subjectivity without fear of rebuke, Franco seemed to claim, there’s no telling what her life 

might be like today. Nonetheless, much changed between this 2016 conversation and the state of 
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affairs a year later, when children would become the focus of the Chilean debate over trans 

rights, and we would witness a new generation of trans activists taking shape and being shaped.  

Alexis 
 Though Sofía, at only 8 years old, was somewhat taciturn in our interview, preferring to 

let her mother speak for her, another young member of OTD, Alexis, was significantly more 

excited to tell his own story. Alexis, 13 at the time of our 2018 interview, lived in the upscale 

suburb of Lo Barnechea with his aunt Mireya and his twin sister, Ignacia. The twins lived with 

their aunt for multiple reasons, including but not limited to their parents’ discomfort with Alexis’ 

gender identity. Nonetheless, Alexis found a powerful ally in his aunt, who has fought both 

publicly and privately to guarantee Alexis his right to self-expression and identity. Her username 

on Instagram is “La Tia Yeya” (Aunt Yeya, a nickname for Mireya). Her choice of username 

signals the primacy of her identity as a caregiver—for the twins as well as her own children and 

grandchildren—a role she has taken on with aplomb, and which she regularly documents on 

social media. 

  Though Mireya was supportive of Alexis’ gender identity and transition, she didn’t know 

how best to guide him through this process, and so the family first approached “Fundación 

Transitar,” an organization specifically targeted toward trans youth and their families. As they 

got to know the group, Alexis began to feel that his cis twin Ignacia was less welcome in the 

group, a relationship that—as identical twins—had been a grounding force for him in a 

somewhat chaotic early childhood. It was for this reason that they ended up at OTD, with its new 

focus on both trans youth and their families. Mireya also felt it was important for Alexis to have 

older trans role models, so that he could envision a future for himself. She explained, 

“I started to feel like he needed adult trans role models, because there are questions that 
he has to ask himself that I don’t have an answer to. So we looked and looked and found 
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OTD, because Transitar was all little kids, even younger than him. He wasn’t going to 
find any role models there. He needed an adult, trans man.” 
 

Mireya’s insistence that Alexis needed an older transmasculine role model demonstrates a larger 

understanding that Alexis—by virtue of also being an (adolescent) trans man—could learn from 

the experiences of his elders, experiences that would likely eventually overlap with his own. In 

this way, trans male subjectivity is framed as rooted in an understanding of trans History and 

trans histories, populated by individual narratives but more expansive than the sum of its parts. 

Both she and Alexis understood his experiences as part of a larger “trans History” shared with 

his older role models, marked by certain formative experiences of biomedical transition, 

bureaucratic processes, and marginalization, as well as moments of joy, camaraderie, and 

activism.  

 Nonetheless, Alexis’ process of subjectivization is in many ways completely alien to the 

way the majority of older Chilean trans men have experienced their own. As Franco alluded to 

above, while most of the adult trans men I spoke with had waited until well into adulthood—

some into their 40s and 50s—to begin transitioning socially or biomedically, Alexis began to 

express a desire to transition at the age of 8, and moved to Santiago with his sister to begin this 

process shortly thereafter. With the help of puberty blockers and hormone replacement therapy 

now that he has entered adolescence, Alexis’ puberty and life course will likely resemble that of 

a cis boy much more than that of his older trans male counterparts. For this reason, Alexis both 

sees himself reflected in their personal histories and understands that he belongs to a younger 

generation of trans youth who are, increasingly, demanding their right to self-determination at a 

much earlier age, and under very different conditions. 

“It’s a bummer (da lata) to watch the [trans] adults have a hard time finding work, or 
studying, or getting a degree, because they suffer. Or if they want to travel outside the 
country, they get stopped and asked for ID, and the people say ‘but wait, it says here 
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you’re a girl.’ [The adults] show me their IDs and they have their legal name, not what 
their name really is, and it’s not fair. I hope the [Gender Identity] Law gets passed soon 
so they can change their names, because they are discriminated against a lot.”  
 

When I asked Alexis if this made him scared that this might also be his future, he responded, 

“Yes, is if the Law doesn’t pass, I’m going to spend my whole life with my legal name [and 

gender], and I don’t want that.” 

 Alexis’ words demonstrate the double-edged nature of personal narratives as tools for 

collective history building. On one hand, Alexis has undoubtedly gained confidence, support, 

and tools for navigating the world in his experiences growing up around adult trans activists. 

Each story he hears allows to him project himself, for a moment, into the life of an older role 

model. Nonetheless, as he gets older, Alexis is understandably nervous that the marginalization 

and discrimination his older peers experience might also mark his life as an adult trans man, that 

the progress he and his family are fighting for will be too slow to arrive. This interview took 

place at the same time as a major uptick in public conversations about whether children should 

be included in the proposed Gender Identity Law, and Alexis’ anxiety was especially palpable. 

Nonetheless, both he and his aunt were adamant that they would continue to support the passage 

of the law with or without the inclusion of children and adolescents, demonstrating their 

understanding of Alexis as part of a larger community with a distinct history, needs, and political 

goals.  

 This is also borne out on social media though, importantly, through the lens of Mireya. 

Alexis, at the time of our interview, did not yet have any social media accounts, but his aunt’s 

accounts are almost entirely dedicated to his journey, and to the cause of trans activism more 

generally. While Alexis may not always identify with the stories he hears from the elders of the 
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movement, what he has clearly gained is a political consciousness. He—and to some extent his 

sister—has become a poster child for the Chilean trans 

movement, appearing in publicity spots, speaking at 

protests, and sharing his experiences at public events. 

Having become the first minor to successfully change his 

name and gender markers in Chile (Reuters Staff 2019), 

Alexis has often been featured in both domestic and 

international media (notably, he and his sister appeared on 

Sábado Gigante, a staple of Spanish-language television.) 

But rather than viewing these opportunities to speak out as 

isolated incidents, Alexis has been encouraged by his aunt 

Mireya to think of himself as part of something larger, a sentiment expressed in her routine usage 

of #soypartedelahistoriatran[s] (#IAmPartOfTransHistory) on her social media posts about 

Alexis. This hashtag crystallizes the relationship between certain trans young people and the 

larger arc of trans history in Chile. Whereas his forebears were perhaps more concerned with 

survival than with “making history,” Alexis (and Sofia) are growing up in a context that frames 

their very existence as necessarily historically important, with all that this entails. This 

generational change also highlights the constructed nature of the hardships faced by previous 

generations. That is, anti-trans discrimination and violence are not, and never were, inevitable. 

The fact that, at this stage, this image is at least partially crafted by his guardian further 

serves to emphasize the framing of trans youth by the adults around them. Through her use of 

this hashtag, Mireya has encouraged both Alexis and her social media followers to understand 

his history—including everyday activities like the doctor’s appointment pictured above—as part 
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of a larger movement for trans rights, and as part of trans history in the making. In marking him 

as part of trans history, she at once gestures toward the constructed nature of the histories from 

which trans people have been excluded, and provides material for the writing of new, partial 

histories that coalesce in an unwieldy whole. Alexis and Sofia are, for some, counter-memory 

incarnate. 

This was common among parents and guardians of 

trans children who were actively involved in advocacy 

work. At the same time that both parents and children 

fought passionately for their individual rights, their children 

became emblematic of a collectivity that Chile has only 

begun to recognize. Their actions are no longer simply the 

everyday actions of an average Chilean child. Rather, they 

are imbued with the weight of history, both that of those 

who came before them, and the history they are writing 

everyday. The comments on one of Jacqueline’s posts make 

this clear. The construction of “for Sofia/Alexis and thousands more” indicates how these 

children have become emblematic of trans children as a group. Stories of growing up trans in 

Chile, as well as Jacqueline and Mireya’s experiences as parents of trans children, emphasize 

that all histories are selective, partial, and constructed. Despite Franco’s initial worries, the 

subsequent years after our conversation demonstrated that at least some trans children—future 

trans adults—in Chile are being raised to understand themselves as part of a community that is 

inherently political. Nonetheless, in the context of increasing acceptance of trans people in Chile, 

the exact nature of these politics in the future remains to be seen. 
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Conclusion  
 In this chapter I have argued that social media technologies are a key tool for the 

contestation of historical narratives that often exclude trans/travesti and other diverse/dissident 

histories. I also argue that the adjectival modification of the word historia serves to expose all 

histories—including official history—as constructed and partial. In the first example, the Oscar-

winning film Una Mujer Fantástica provided the backdrop for the contestations of a pinkwashed 

narrative of trans acceptance in conservative Chile, through the strategic linking of the 

experiences of the film’s protagonist—as well those of the actress who portrayed her—to the 

experiences of marginalization faced by average, non-famous Chilean trans people. The second 

example of Silvia Parada’s involvement in and subsequent documentation of the Travestis de 

Lavín initiative demonstrates both the pitfalls and advantages of alternative archival practices on 

social media. Especially important in this section is the facility of exchange online, a process that 

makes clear the role of counter-memory in the construction of group history and subjectivity. 

Finally, the examples of the experiences of trans children and their parents demonstrate the 

importance of personal narratives to processes of historically based political subjectivization, the 

fragile nature of these narratives, and anxieties over the future of trans history.  

In the next chapter, I expand on the relationship between trans people, social media, and 

temporality to explore how ideas of immutable gender can be a double-edged sword for a 

movement that is at once concerned with political progress and public acceptance, and also with 

contesting the role of gender writ large in Chilean society. Framed around what I call a siempre 

(always) narrative, I explore how notions of being born immutably trans can serve both to make 

trans identities more legible to the cis population, and to reify ideas about gender as constant and 

unchanging, despite the stated goals of many activists, and lived experiences that suggest 

otherwise.
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-Gabriel Castillo, Desgenerada, antología de mi ser (2018) 

Chapter 3 - Siempre: The Politics of Immutable Gender 

On a fall evening in early May of 2018, as I was wrapping up an exercise on the politics 

of choosing a name in OTD’s weekly GET53), Lucas asked me if I’d like to grab a drink. While I 

had known Lucas for some time, we had recently become much closer through our collaboration 

in organizing what was supposed to be the third iteration of OTD’s Transfest, the “first festival 

for trans depathologization in Latin America, and probably the world,” as OTD’s leaders 

publicly referred to it. While the event ultimately failed to materialize due to a combination of 

organizational politics, lack of funding, and differing visions of the project, the experience of 

collaboration brought me much closer to the other members of the team, especially Lucas. When 

he asked me to accompany him for a drink, I was excited about the growth of our friendship, but 

also aware that there seemed to be something serious about this request. I eagerly accepted, and a 

five-minute walk brought us through the crowded streets of the Bellavista neighborhood, filled 

with college students and tourists seeking cheap beer and music, to El Santo Secreto (The Holy 

Secret), one of a chain of bar/restaurants sprinkled throughout the center of Santiago. This 

particular Santo Secreto was located just around the corner from Bombero Núñez St. (Santiago’s 

de facto gay district), and thus represented a space in which patrons could be reasonably certain 

they would not be unfairly treated for their gender expression or sexuality.  

 
53 Grupo de Encuentro Trans (Trans Meeting Group) 

Mi alma es deSgenerada… 
 
No quiero ser hombre, pues ya lo soy. No 
quiero ser mujer, pues ya he parido tres 
hijos.  

My soul is degenerate/degendered… 
 
I don’t want to be a man, because I already 
am. I don’t want to be a woman, because 
I’ve already birthed three children. 
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The inside of el Santo Secreto was almost always chaotic, filled to the brim with people, 

the air ringing with Spanish- and English-language karaoke intoned by the bar’s tipsy patrons. 

By contrast, the outside consisted of a series of aluminum tables lining the narrow sidewalk, 

which—despite being perched perilously close to the curb—paradoxically offered patrons the 

possibility of more intimate conversations than they could have inside. As it was clear Lucas 

wanted to get something off his chest, and since we had often bonded over our mutual immunity 

to cold weather (he from Patagonia, and me from Upper Michigan), we chose a table on the 

sidewalk outside the bar, close to a tall gas heater that provided just enough heat to stave off the 

cool night air of the approaching Santiago winter. 

After committing ourselves to a promotional deal that got us two mojitos each, we 

ordered some food and began to chat. I noticed that Lucas seemed slightly out of sorts, and I 

wondered aloud if it had anything to do with the activity I had just led, in which participants had 

been asked to complete acrostic poems with the letters of their nombres sociales54. The politics 

of names can be fraught for trans people—dredging up memories of being forced to inhabit an 

imposed identity—but are also a key focus for OTD’s Grupo de Encuentro for precisely this 

reason. When I inquired about whether the exercise had made him uncomfortable, he answered 

that while the activity itself had not caused him discomfort, he was struggling with a larger 

discursive problem at the organizational level, which had become salient during the group 

discussion portion of the activity. It was clear that Lucas was wrestling with what he was about 

to reveal to me, fearful that it would somehow invalidate him as “trans enough,” perhaps 

changing his relationship with me, the organization, or both. Worse, it might jeopardize his claim 

to an identity and a community that he had come to value. 

 
54 “Social name” or the name a trans person has chosen for themself.  
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“Everybody always talks about how they’ve ‘always been trans,” he began, “or 
that they’ve ‘known they were different forever.’ That just isn’t true for me.”  
He continued, “When I was living as a straight cis girl, at that time, that identity 
felt right to me. When I started identifying as a lesbian, and then a butch lesbian, 
those identities felt right to me. And now trans feels right to me. But I’m not 
going to tell you that if another identity category comes along that I think fits me 
better, that I’m not going to explore that.”  
 

Though I personally found this news unsurprising—so-called “born this way” discourse has been 

critiqued by both activists and academics, as I will explore below—I was surprised to hear it 

from Lucas, as I had not observed indications of this concern in our interactions, nor on his 

regularly active social media accounts. However, upon returning to his social media with a more 

critical eye, I did notice several posts that seemed to express the opposite viewpoint, 

understanding transness as somehow inherent, such as the one below. 

 

 

The post reads: If Eve came from Adam's rib, then she only had the same XY chromosomes as Adam. Was Eve the first Trans 
girl? Huh? You weren't ready for that one, little Christian. Lucas' adds: change back to the humble form you deserve, little 
Christian 

 

 While I do not mean to imply that Lucas (an agnostic), is deeply invested in the content 

of every meme he shares, his choice to share the above meme demonstrates an understanding 
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that—although this biologistic, chromosomal understanding of gender identity does not map on 

to his personal story—this logic may nonetheless resonate with his social media audience, made 

up largely of cisgender Chileans. Given that Southern Chile is also significantly more Christian 

and conservative than the capital, his Facebook friends from Patagonia would perhaps be more 

likely to read, understand, and react to this Biblically inflected content. This brings to the fore 

the tension Lucas was so eager to discuss with me that night at El Santo Secreto, the tension 

between narrating the individual truths of individual trans people—each by its very nature 

unique and personal—and employing a discourse that resonates with the hearts and minds of a 

broader public of cis Chileans, many of whom understand the basis of their own genders—and of 

gender itself—to be unquestionable (Campbell 2018). Despite the movement’s seeming embrace 

of a cisheteronormative understanding of gender both on and off social media, and although I 

observed no social media posts that overtly questioned this logic, a closer reading shows that 

these platforms often still constitute a space of contestation of hegemonic narratives, albeit in 

less direct ways.  

This chapter argues that the narrativization and renarrativization of transition on social 

media—often in the form of “before and after” posts—allows many trans Chileans on social 

media to tacitly undermine this narrative without overtly questioning it. The ability to tell one’s 

own transition narrative with the benefit of distance presents the possibility of a queer 

temporality that is at once resolutely linear and defiant of cisheternormative temporality, and 

ultimately inflected by the physical body. However, this same insistence on renarrativizing the 

process of transition as one with a discrete “before” and “after” can also collapse individual trans 

experiences into transnormative stories that risk obscuring important details about the 

complexity and individuality of navigating transition—and the trans community—in Chile. 
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Social media thus becomes a tool for questioning, reifying, and maneuvering between 

teleological and alternate narratives of gender, destabilizing the progressivist relationship 

between time and the self often mapped onto cis bodies, in favor of one that neither follows nor 

disavows its rules entirely.    

I should emphasize here that the intention of this chapter is by no means to question or 

criticize the personal narratives of individual trans people, nor indeed those of the movement. 

Many of my interlocutors identified readily with the idea that they were always trans people 

waiting to show themselves to the world. Others, like Lucas, were less comfortable narrating 

their transitions in such a deterministic and teleological manner. The project of this chapter is not 

to inquire about why or whether trans people exist. Rather, it is to understand why this particular 

framing of trans identity seems to be so resonant in Chile, and which forms of agency are 

available—and foreclosed—to trans people who wish to partially or completely push back 

against this narrative, especially in the digital sphere. As such, I will argue that social media 

represents a sort of double-edged sword, affording some trans Chileans the opportunity to 

performatively remove themselves from cisheteronormative termporality, while also providing 

the necessary tools for the consolidation and spread of transnormative conceptions of the self.  

HI, NICE TO MEET YOU. I’M A 
BUTTERFLY 

HI CATERPILLAR. YOU’RE A 
CATERPILLAR. YOU WERE 
BORN A CATERPILLAR AND 
YOU’LL ALWAYS BE A 
CATERPILLAR 

TRANSPHOBIA 
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The caterpillar and the butterfly 
 The meme above circulated on social media—in Spanish—several times during my 

2017-18 fieldwork, and serves to crystalize both the theoretical quagmire of this chapter, and the 

feeling of frustration that my interlocutors often feel about living in and navigating a world that 

persists in openly questioning the validity and authenticity of trans identities based solely on 

assumptions about their outward appearance. It illustrates the seeming ridiculousness of refusing 

to see what is before our very eyes—in this case, the snail is very clearly presented with a 

butterfly—in favor of an “inborn” identity that is posited as immutable. The underlying question 

is, if we accept that caterpillars can assume what appears to be an entirely new identity without 

questioning whether caterpillar and butterfly constitute—or do not—the same essential being, 

why should the same not be possible for humans?  

This seemingly simple meme raises questions about the relationship between the self and 

temporality that are at the core of this chapter. The butterfly has not followed a “traditional” life 

course for many of the beings that call Earth home, resigned to the same bodies they were born 

with. Moreover, the exact mechanisms of this metamorphosis remain somewhat opaque even to 

scientists. Nonetheless, the butterfly’s capacity for metamorphosis is precisely what makes it a 

butterfly. Despite its seemingly spectacular transformation, the caterpillar becomes a butterfly 

without great fanfare or skepticism, following a trajectory that seemingly could not be other. Is 

the butterfly still the caterpillar? Was the caterpillar always already the butterfly? Or has the 

process of metamorphosis obliterated all trace of the caterpillar to make way for the butterfly the 

snail sees before her? What is the nature of the self whose very selfhood is predicated on 

change? 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2007) argues that changes in our self-representational 

strategies—in the case of trans people, their names, clothing, tone of voice, and physicality—are 
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necessarily also indicative of a change in our understandings of ourselves and “the self” writ 

large. While I do not disagree with this assertion, it falls short of fully capturing the complex 

nature of trans temporality, a question that queer theorists have rigorously taken up. Jay Prosser 

(1998) was among the first to theorize the importance of autobiography for many trans people, 

arguing that autobiographic practices “post”-transition make productive use of the tension 

between the self at the time of writing and its previous form(s), allowing trans people to 

retroactively bring order to what is often experienced as a confusing and chaotic time; in short, 

the benefit of time allows trans people to retroactively make sense of—and narrativize—their 

transitions into often neat, linear stories. However, as Kadji Amin (2014, 220) astutely points 

out, “Prosser does not consider the fact that if the retrospective construction of a coherent 

transsexual plot narrative proves healing to some, it is at the expense of episodes, or even 

fleeting moments, that would fracture or exceed it.”  

Relatedly, Jack Halberstam (2005) has theorized queer and trans people as being out of 

sync with cisheternormative life trajectories—trajectories Elizabeth Freeman (2010) has called 

“chrononormative”—resulting in split or multiple subjectivities. Nonetheless, chrononormativity 

is not simply the domain of the straight and cisgender people, but can also be enacted by trans 

and queer people, a point I will return to in a moment.  Julian Carter (2014) identifies this 

temporal slipperiness as the very essence of “transition,” the term most often used to name the 

(especially biomedical) process of gender confirmation undergone by some trans people. While 

Carter acknowledges that parts of the transition process are often resolutely normative—trans 

people are often required to meet certain psychological and physical diagnostic benchmarks 

before receiving biomedical assistance—the reticence of many trans people to clearly define the 

beginning and end of their transitions represents a refusal of cisheteronormative temporality, 
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akin to what T. Gardner (2014) has called a “becoming,” or the transition from a stable, 

demarcated identity to something obstinately indefinable. Nonetheless, trans people who 

celebrate transitional moments in relation to a hegemonically gendered telos (what a “man” or 

“woman” should look like) enact transnormative (Glover 2016; Johnson 2016) chronologies, 

narratives that—though trans—continue to rely on normative understandings of gender and 

temporality.  

 Social scientific literature has also taken up the relationship between life history and 

queerness, interrogating what is often referred to as the “born this way” argument (Ward 2012), 

now often associated with the Lady Gaga song of the same name. Inasmuch as this kind of 

popular culture content has shifted the conversation around queerness in straight/cis circles, 

“born this way” discourse has undoubtedly helped to open the minds of many to the experiences 

of the queer people in their lives (Jang and Lee 2014), allowing them to draw parallels between 

their own “innately felt” gender and sexuality and those of trans and queer people; that is, 

because cisgender, heterosexual people are rarely asked to consider the cultural origins of their 

identities, it is easier to engage with queerness in a similar way. The idea of innate queerness has 

existed for decades, and its presence in Chile appears to be at least partially due to the flow of 

ideas from the LGBTQ movement in the Global North, a key source of funding for the Chilean 

movement. While it is difficult to be certain, it seems likely that this framework was so readily 

adopted because it fit neatly into an epistemology already on the ground: that of the necessity of 

a shared and innate set of experiences that bound certain individuals together as a politically 

viable community, as I discuss in Chapter 2, and a cultural reticence to question the rigid, 

machista understanding of binary gender and sexuality that undergirds Chilean society (Valdés 

and Olavarría 1998; Olavarría and Moletto 2002).   
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The relationship between the trans self, history, and online representation practices in 

Chile seems to resist categorization, existing in a queer space between the artificial binary 

between nature and nurture, and nuanced by a particularly strong, situated importance of 

personal and group history for the construction of a coherent self in post-dictatorship Chile. As I 

will show in the remainder of this chapter, social media occupies a similarly queer space in the 

lives of trans Chileans, representing a tool for enacting non-chrononormative life histories and 

trajectories, while simultaneously also allowing for the reification and diffusion of those same 

transnormative narratives.  

“I wasn’t trans, I was parada en la hilacha!” 
 As I began to explore above, Lucas’ journey to understanding himself as trans was not 

linear, nor was it instantaneous. Having grown up “en el campo” (in the country side), the oldest 

of four children born to Catholic, left-leaning parents, he found it easy as a child to simply ignore 

the question of gender, playing soccer and climbing trees outside with his cousins. As Lucas 

described it, “I was very chuchas55.” Although it was not entirely desirable for Lucas (then read 

as a girl) to be so stereotypically masculine, the rural environment held a place for this female 

masculinity (Kazyak 2020), especially in a young child. Even as he got older, and was entrusted 

with more chores around the farm, his sisters tended to do indoor tasks, making cheese from the 

milk that Lucas collected each morning from the family’s cows. Nonetheless, this preference for 

“masculine” tasks did not cause Lucas to understand himself as trans, or even as substantively 

“different.” “I wasn’t trans, I was parada en la hilacha (cocky),” he told me. 

 In part, Lucas’ difficulty in naming his identity was due to a lack of public discourse 

about trans people and issues. Though trans rights have become the subject of heated public 

 
55 A southern slang term meaning rough-and-tumble or tomboy 
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debate in Chile in the last decade, they were previously so taboo as to be relegated to Chilean 

late night television, presented almost uniformly as either pitiable, disgusting, or inherently 

hilarious. Lucas explained to me in an interview that, as a child, he was vaguely aware of the 

existence of trans women (often lumped together with travestis), but understood them as 

synonymous with living on the streets and engaging in involuntary sex work, a reality that did 

not appeal to him; he had no exposure to trans men. His one clear memory of exposure to other 

trans realities was a late night documentary he saw as a child on TVN, one of Chile’s national 

channels. Even in this case, Lucas says he was “turned off by how polarized the physical 

transition stories were,” and never considered it a possibility for himself. 

 As he explained to me at el Santo Secreto, Lucas—like many trans and queer people—

has tried on a variety of identities on his road to identifying as trans. Assigned female at birth, he 

was also assumed to be heterosexual until, at the age of 18, he came out as a lesbian while home 

from Santiago on a school break. Since Lucas has several gay and lesbian aunts and uncles, this 

news was originally met with a neutral reaction by his parents. Nonetheless, not long after, his 

mother began to express her displeasure at the news56 and began to pressure her normally 

“butch” daughter to be more feminine. “That forced me to try to be ‘ultrafeminine’ for a year, 

and I’ve never been so depressed,” said Lucas. Having returned to Santiago to continue his 

schooling, Lucas’ struggle with depression became so intense that he ultimately had to take a 

leave of absence, return to Coyhaique, and begin therapy where—still—the idea that he might be 

trans did not, “initially come up.” 

 This is due to a number of factors. First, mental health professionals in Chile are only 

beginning to receive training in how to deal with gender and sexually diverse patients, a project 

 
56 Anecdotally, this experience is common for queer people at the moment of “coming out,” both in Chile and 
elsewhere. 
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which OTD is heavily involved in facilitating through its OTEDUCA program. Second, because 

heterosexuality and binary gender are intimately linked within the “heterosexual matrix” (Butler 

1990), Lucas’ lack of a romantic partner made it difficult for both him and his therapist to put 

him into one category or another. That is, because Lucas was not experiencing his gender in 

relationship to a member of the same or opposite sex, his “transness” was not recognized for 

what it was. Finally though, and most importantly for this chapter, Lucas’ story did not fit with 

the narrative that his therapist—and in fact he—had been led to believe was that of a trans 

person. “The narrative didn’t fit, because I hadn’t ‘always’ been a boy,” Lucas explained. 

 Like many of my interlocutors, it was also at this point that Lucas turned to social 

media—specifically YouTube—in an effort to understand his relationship to his gender. 

However, unlike many of my interlocutors, he was again confounded by the lack of narratives 

that matched his own. This is likely partially due to the English-language dominance of trans 

YouTube, mentioned in Chapter 1. But it is also, as explained above, due to the fact that social 

media platforms, while theoretically ideal homes for counterhegemonic narratives of all sorts, 

also provide the tools to reify hegemonic narratives, even in cases where this is not the content 

author’s intent.  

Before and After 
 Lucas, who has had Facebook since its 2008 expansion into Latin America, originally 

opened his account under his deadname57, while living as a woman. Like many of my 

interlocutors, Facebook was instrumental in his coming out process, allowing him to 

communicate his gender identity and new name to family, friends, and acquaintances with the 

click of his mouse. Nonetheless, not every person sees every post, and the semi-ephemeral nature 

 
57 A trans person’s name assigned at birth, only used with express permission from the person in question. (McNabb 
2017) 
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of Facebook means that, while this information is still technically archived on his profile, it is 

much harder to find. As a way of both reminding himself of his progress, and reminding his 

audience that he is openly and proudly trans, Lucas—like many of my interlocutors—

periodically posts Facebook “memories,” or posts from the same day in previous years, such as 

the one below. 

In the picture we see Lucas, with long dark hair and blue eye shadow, a far cry from the 

close-cropped hair and “Harry Potter” glasses that he now favors. As Facebook reminds us, this 

post is originally from 2013, representing the passage of 6 years from the time the photo was 

taken to when it was reposted; six years in which Lucas has begun living as Lucas. What is 

striking about the image is that, besides Facebook’s normal formatting for “memories,” Lucas 

shared this photo without much commentary. He does not refer to his “former self” or reference 

a “past life,” as is often the case in these kinds of “before and after” transition posts. Rather, 

Lucas’ commentary is limited to “Medio cambio!!” (What a change!!), a comment that might be 



 

 

140 

more expected in response to a particularly drastic new haircut. In this subtle way, Lucas rejects 

the narrative that the long-haired, made-up person in the photo is somehow fundamentally 

different from the person he is now. His resistance to establishing a temporal break between the 

person he was then and today’s Lucas coincides with his insistence that his entire journey with 

gender has been about gradual, non-teleological change, rather than the sharp, distinct temporal 

breaking points often presented in trans retrospective posts on social media. The question of 

whether he was or wasn’t Lucas when this photo was taken becomes irrelevant, allowing him to 

contest the rigid narrativization of his life as a trans person without explicitly doing so. 

Gabriel and the “Blessed” Internet 
 Gabriel was born in Puerto Rico but has lived in Chile with his mother, younger brother, 

and Chilean stepfather since the age of eight. He has dark hair and eyes, ear gauges, a number of 

tattoos, and an infectious smile. At the time I interviewed him in 2018, he was 22, and had begun 

his transition approximately 3 years beforehand, a milestone that he celebrated with a black and 

red tattoo of his age at the time—19—on the right side of his neck. Though our paths had never 

crossed, Gabriel was briefly involved in OTD, having been brought by a mutual friend, Paz, to 

the GET; One of OTD’s staff psychologists, Carol, also gave him all the necessary paperwork 

and certificates so that he could access hormonal therapy from an endocrinologist and begin the 

process of changing his legal name and sex. Nonetheless, despite our overlapping histories, I first 

became aware of Gabriel as a YouTuber, on the recommendation of Noah, whose YouTube 

channel is discussed in Chapter 1. 

 Gabriel is, to my knowledge, the most successful trans male YouTuber in Chile, with 

videos reaching more than 178,000 views. While it is impossible to say for certain, Gabriel’s 

success seems to be due to at least two reasons. First, he was among the first (if not the first) 

trans male YouTuber in Chile. As Noah mentioned in Chapter 1, one of the most significant 
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barriers to access to trans content online for Chileans is linguistic difference; most trans vloggers 

are from the English-speaking world. Gabriel’s videos were among the first to allow trans 

Chileans watching at home to see their realities reflected on screen, in a language they could 

understand. Despite having spent his early life in Puerto Rico, Gabriel has a pronounced Chilean 

accent that marks him as Chilean and middle class, making his videos approachable to trans 

Chileans from a variety of walks of life. Second, it must be said that Gabriel is, according to 

Chilean aesthetic standards, a “conventionally attractive” man. From his early videos, we can 

gather that even before beginning hormone therapy or undergoing surgery, Gabriel was already 

able to perform a sort of skater masculinity. After several years of biomedical transition, this is 

even more the case, and he easily passes as a cisgender man in his everyday life. This fact likely 

resonates with both trans and cis viewers of his channel; some trans viewers aspire to look and 

sound like him (as evidenced by the comments on his videos), and cis viewers may be more open 

to hearing about trans issues from a person who fits neatly into their preexisting understandings 

of gender. 

 After communicating virtually for a few days, I met up with Gabriel at Mall Plaza Egaña, 

a common meeting point in Santiago’s upscale La Reina neighborhood, and a halfway point 

between Gabriel’s house and my own. Upon locating each other, we rode the escalators up a few 

floors to the patio de comidas (food court), where we sat down outside and ordered some drinks. 

It was about 4:00 in the afternoon, after the lunch rush, and we found ourselves entirely alone—

except for the waiter—on the massive patio. It was an unusually sunny, warm day for Santiago in 

June, but by the end of the interview, the sky was beginning to darken and the brisk winter air 

from the Andes was returning. 
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 After collecting a brief summary of his formative years, I asked Gabriel how and why he 

had decided to start a YouTube channel, especially given that when he started, there were no 

other Chilean trans men to model his channel after. He began by telling me how he found the 

trans vlogger community in the first place, a story I heard from a majority of my young, trans 

male interlocutors. 

“I had that thing of like, “I don’t fit in here, I don’t fit in there,” and I just started 
watching YouTube videos. It’s like that thing where you’re not looking for 
anything, but you find something wonderful. And so then I started watching 
suggested videos, and I ended up finding Sky, a guy from the US. And I was like, 
‘que weá? (What the hell?)’ I’ve found myself.” 

 
This story echoes Noah’s in Chapter 1, and simultaneously complicates the narrative of “always” 

having been trans. Even in his retelling of his story in our interview several years later, Gabriel 

never overtly said “I always felt like a boy.” He, like Noah, simply knew that he didn’t encajar 

(fit in) in the highly gendered spaces Chileans regularly navigate, but didn’t have a clear 

understanding of why until he “found himself” in the personal narrative of a trans person 

thousands of miles away from him. 

 Nonetheless, even after watching and identifying with Sky’s videos, Gabriel—at the time 

read as a 16-year-old girl, couldn’t bring himself to tell anyone about his newly named identity.  

“I saw it and I said, this is what’s going on with me. I knew what was going on 
with me [after watching Sky’s videos] but I couldn’t say it. I was still trying to fit 
in with my (girl)friends, doing everything they did. So I had that thing where like, 
I wanted to just let everybody know what I knew, but I just couldn’t.” 

 
It was when he finally decided to transition biomedically, two years later, that he decided to start 

his own eponymously titled YouTube channel, “Gabriel Sepúlveda.” 

“Since I had already seen Sky, and his videos were really good because you saw 
literally his entire transition, I said, ‘I want that too. I want to document this from 
the beginning.’ I did it just like Sky; at the beginning I documented all of my 
changes. People started to leave comments, and I responded, and I saw that it 
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really helped them, and I thought ‘wow, maybe I’m good at this.’ At that point it 
became less about doing it for me, and more about doing it for other people.” 

 
It is perhaps this reorientation of the blog from a personal archive to a more community-oriented 

one that led to several notable changes in Gabriel’s content. First, as with most vloggers, as 

Gabriel has gained more experience and notoriety, he has paid significantly more attention to 

image and sound quality and editing (Lange 2019). His videos have taken on the jump cuts, 

animations, and sound effects of a corpus of YouTube videos made by globally famous 

YouTubers. Secondly, as he mentions above, while the first videos on his channel are almost 

entirely dedicated to updates on his transition, he has increasingly diversified the content to 

include YouTube challenges, games, Q&A’s from viewer comments, and what vloggers (even in 

Spanish) call “story time,” essentially free form videos on a topic of interest to the vlogger. It is 

in one of these “story time” videos from early 2019—entitled “Cómo supe que era trans (Chile)” 

(How I knew I was trans (Chile)) (2019)—that we see a marked difference between Gabriel’s 

narrativization of his journey to trans identity than the one he shared with me in our 2018 

interview. 

 As I begin this analysis, I would like to reiterate that the intention of this chapter is not to 

question which of these narratives is “true,” or to imply that Gabriel has been in any way 

duplicitous. Rather, I am interested in how this change in Gabriel’s story may serve both to 

underscore the power of the “siempre” narrative, and to lend credence to Amin’s assertion 

(2014) that the practice of after-the-fact autobiography can lead trans people to collapse the 

diversity—the messiness—of their individual stories to fit a more orderly, teleological narrative. 
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Gabriel’s video was uploaded in late February 2019, a little less than a year after our 

interview took place. In the course of that year, the trans rights landscape had shifted 

significantly due to the passage of the hard-fought Gender Identity Law, and the country’s recent 

Best Foreign Film and first Oscar win for “Una Mujer Fantástica” (A Fantastic Woman) 

continued to generate dialogue on the topic, as its star Daniela Vega began to be cast in North 

American productions. Much of what it meant to be trans in Chile changed in the short period of 

time between 2018 and 2019, and many trans people felt and feel more cautiously optimistic 

about their futures than ever before. It is in this context of a renewed sense of possibility that 

Gabriel decided to record this video. He begins: 

“How did I discover that I was trans? This is a question that I’ve been asked 
thousand of times at thousands of talks. Every time I met somebody knew, they 
always asked me the same thing, and I thought, since this is such a popular 
question, why not answer it? It’s an easy question for me to answer, and it’s also 
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easy for you all to see in this video whether you see similarities between your 
experiences and things that I went through or thought.” 
 

This introduction signals two important points. First, the fact that Gabriel has been asked this 

question “thousands of times” indicates that he, like other trans people in Chile, has consistently 

been put into the position of having to narrativize his past for total strangers, and often in public. 

It thus seems likely that he has, over time, crafted an “easy,” succinct narrative in answer to this 

question. Secondly, as I previously mentioned, Gabriel’s YouTube channel—begun as a personal 

archive of his transition—is now markedly public-facing; where once he made shaky, handheld 

videos of his physical changes using the rudimentary editing tools available on Snapchat, he has 

since acquired a tripod, increased knowledge of editing, and animations and logos that can only 

be described as personal branding. As he states in the above quote, one of the express purposes 

of recording this video is so that others can see themselves in it, as Gabriel once saw himself in 

Sky. 

 What follows is roughly nine minutes of seemingly unscripted explanation of his journey 

to finding his identity. He sits squarely in front of the camera, simulating “eye contact” with the 

viewer, and includes bloopers, sound effects, and jump cuts that help the user feel like they are 

simply listening to a friend speak casually about their experiences to them. At several points in 

the video, Gabriel is interrupted by his cats, knocking over their food bowl and jumping on the 

bed. These moments could easily be edited out; including them contributes to the feeling that 

Gabriel is just like his viewers: imperfect, approachable and with a sense of humor about 

himself. He continues,  

“The first point is that there are two ways I realized I was trans: externally and 
internally. So I’ll start with the external. I realized that I was trans because I was 
always very close to my brother. We always played together. So when people 
would buy us toys, for example…all those physical and external things started to 
reflect to me that I was different. I’ll give you an example. When we were little, 
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my brother got a toy car for Christmas, but I got a toy kitchen. And I thought, why 
wouldn’t they give me a toy car? I like to play with those things, too.” 
 

At first blush, the beginning of this story seems to be a run-of-the-mill siempre narrative 

presenting gendered expectations of taste as evidence of inborn gender identity; boys play with 

cars, girls play with kitchens, reminiscent of Jacqueline’s understandings of Sofia’s gender 

identity in the previous chapter. To some extent, this is accurate. However, Gabriel quickly 

provides caveats to his own argument. 

I say this now, because…of memories that I have, but that doesn’t mean that toys 
or colors actually have a gender. They’re toys, and toys are for playing, and colors 
are for wearing or whatever. They’re just colors…But at that time they did, and 
they did make me feel different. And now, in 2019, I think how silly that is. I 
mean, I could have played with dolls or I could’ve liked the color pink, but 
ultimately I didn’t, because I associated it with something painful.  
 

Here, Gabriel seemingly turns this classic, biologistic argument on its head, careful to emphasize 

that what his younger self was rejecting was not the toys, colors, or clothes themselves, but the 

gendered associations with which they were imbued by those around him. Steeped in a world 

where pink was for girls, Gabriel—who wanted more than anything to be seen like his brother 

was—rejected these material things as a way of rejecting their gendered imposition on his sense 

of self, depriving him of discovering his preferences on his own. 

“So when my brother received that present, I automatically thought, “Why can’t I 
play with that?” In fact, I used to steal it from him, because I felt the need to play 
with it, because I felt like it was my toy, too. Not because I was being possessive 
or because I wanted what my brother had, but because at the end of the day I 
identified with that toy, and not the kitchen, and not with Barbies, and not with 
dresses, not with the color pink, etc… This example has helped me to understand 
that it was always my exterior that made me realize my identity, and not how I 
understood myself in the world.  
 

At this point in the view, Gabriel moves on to the “internal” factors in his coming to identify as 

trans, beginning by explaining his own self-perception at the time. 
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“I always imagined myself shirtless58, not wearing a dress...The external, society, 
my friends, my mom, my aunts and uncles, my grandmother, everyone dressed 
me, decided whom I should play with; they taught me to sit like a señorita (lady), 
to make friends with girls and not boys, and those things really hurt me. As I grew 
and hit puberty…the exterior was always there but now I’m also discovering my 
interior, and that’s when I realize that I’m different. I realize that what I think, and 
feel, and what I am doesn’t fit with my body, and I start to not want this body, to 
not want anything to do with this body, with my name. And then I start to say 
‘wow, maybe I was born in the wrong body, maybe when I was born they made a 
mistake?’” 
 

Here, even as he presents his argument along two separate axes—external and internal—he 

makes clear that it is the overlap between these two spheres that ultimately caused him to 

understand that he was somehow different. Up to this point in the video, Gabriel’s story of 

discovering his identity mapped on closely to the one he told me a year before. However, after a 

brief interruption from his cats, the narrative begins to take a different trajectory. 

“So what I was saying, is that something was wrong. I didn’t know if it was me, 
or external factors, my classmates, my teachers; I didn’t know where the error 
was—if we can call it that—because at that point I thought it was an error. I 
thought what I felt was wrong, which eventually made me do my own research 
and realize that transexuality exists, that being transgender exists, that I wasn’t 
crazy and I wasn’t wrong, and that’s when I discovered that. I discovered I was 
trans when I was 12, but I didn’t know how to let my identity come out without 
repercussions.” 
 

At this point, the narrative begins to differ significantly from that presented in our interview. 

While Gabriel explained to me that at this point in his life he knew his was different but didn’t 

know why, in this retelling he is able to label this feeling of otherness as trans. This version of 

events fits neatly into the siempre narrative, effacing the confusion, anxiety, and indecisiveness 

to which Gabriel gestured when we spoke. However, as I outlined above, Gabriel recorded this 

 
58 I heard this remark almost without exception from my trans male interlocutors. Almost all of them listed “going 
shirtless to the beach” among the main reasons that they wanted to undergo a mastectomy. It is important here to 
emphasize that this is less about going shirtless, and more about experiencing the bodily autonomy afforded only to 
cisgender, able-bodied men; that is, it is more a reaction to being forced to cover their bodies than a simple desire to 
uncover them. 
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video in a much different sociopolitical context than when we spoke a year earlier; additionally, 

his public-facing persona had become even more notable; as of July 2019 this video had over 

23,000 views. Additionally, YouTube videos, like all media, have their own set of conventions, 

prioritizing short, efficacious, and easily digestible communication. Thus it is likely that Gabriel 

has—whether unconsciously or purposefully—reshaped his narrative to fit the exigencies of both 

the political moment and the platform.  

Additionally, as Amin (2014) cautions above, the process of auto-biographical narration 

is, at its core, a renarrativization with the benefit of temporal distance; that is, Gabriel may have 

come to understand parts of his childhood as indicative of his transness that had not been 

previous apparent to him. This points to both the appeal and potential pitfalls of rigid identity 

categories. On one hand, discovering other trans-identified people allowed Gabriel to put a name 

to what he felt; on the other, this label—as Lucas lamented at the beginning of this chapter—

comes with the weight of its own history, incentivizing the telling of trans stories in a way that 

does not map onto their lived experiences at the time; rather it encourages them to renarrativize 

their messy, complicated stories of transition as teleological, always already leading to a 

predetermined resolution. 

“I would always wish that I had a genie, and that I could rub the lamp and make 
three wishes, and one of them would be to be a man, which I always wanted. 
There was always this inborn desire. I always had that desire to get out. I was 
trapped. It was like being in a cage, but at the end of the day I did do it. I realized 
that this thing existed and that I had to do something, but I couldn’t do anything 
when I was 12, much less at 5, because I didn’t even know how to put it into 
words, or how to tell anybody.” 
 

As we see in this quote, Gabriel attributes his inability to come to terms with his “innate” identity 

earlier to a lack of appropriate language, a problem that was solved by el bendito Internet (the 

blessed Internet, as he refers to it in the video) and its ability to connect strangers across time and 
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space. But it is this same technology, and specifically the social media content of other trans 

people, that has led him to frame and reframe his own story in relation to hegemonic narratives 

of transness from both within and outside the trans community.  

Vicky - “I wasn’t gay at all…” 
 I first became aware of Victoria González through a cursory YouTube search for trans 

content specifically generated in Chile. While the list of trans male vloggers in Chile has grown 

quite rapidly in the last few years, Chilean trans women seem much less likely to produce 

content, and especially the same kind of content as the males, the reasons for which were 

explored in Chapter 1: in short, misogyny, censorship, and misogynistic censorship. 

Additionally, trans women vloggers were often much more skeptical about talking to me—a 

foreign, male stranger reaching out to them on YouTube—understandable when one takes into 

consideration the level of online violence that trans women experience, from standard Internet 

“trolling,” to unwanted sexual advances and threats of physical harm.  

 Unlike the vast majority of my interlocutors, Vicky does not live in Santiago. She was 

born and raised in Valparaíso, historically one of Chile’s most important port cities, and 

sometimes-home to emblematic Chilean artists like poet Pablo Neruda. Valparaíso is located 

about an hour-and-a-half’s bus ride from Santiago and, despite this proximity, feels like another 

world. Central Santiago, though surrounded by tall Andean peaks, is surprisingly flat, and in 

many places looks no different from any other large, urban metropolis; provincianos (anyone not 

from Santiago) often comment on how cold and unfriendly santiaguinos (people from Santiago) 

are, rushing around the city center without ever looking up at it. Valparaíso, on the other hand, 

feels at once like a small town, a bustling port, and a beach resort—the city is now 

indistinguishable from its richer neighbor Viña del Mar, a popular beach town—with colorful 

houses perched on the sides of the city’s characteristic hills and cliffs, looking down at the 
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teeming markets and street vendors below. Given its unique history as a trade hub and port of 

arrival for Anglo-Saxon colonists, the architecture of Valparaíso looks more German and British 

than it does Spanish colonial. Its large, multi-story wooden houses dwarf the single-story, brick 

houses with terra cotta roofs interspersed throughout the city. 

 Getting off the bus from Santiago at around noon, I made it a point to walk the 20 

minutes to the restaurant where I would meet with Victoria, grateful for the fresh, marine air 

after months of breathing Santiago’s infamous smog. By this point I was somewhat familiar with 

Valparaíso, having made regular trips to Congress to attend the ongoing debates over the Gender 

Identity Law. I met Victoria at a restaurant serving the standard Chilean lunch menú of a protein 

(sometimes beef, but in Valparaíso more often fried or grilled fish), white rice, and an obligatory 

vegetable, plus a drink and a small dessert for a few thousand pesos.  

 After placing our lunch orders, I began my interview with Victoria, who goes by Vicky. I 

had been slightly nervous about this interview, both because I had had less luck getting trans 

women vloggers to talk to me, and because my reliance on snowball sampling as a recruiting 

method meant that I rarely interviewed a total stranger. Nonetheless Victoria, 22 at the time, 

opened up easily, putting us both at ease, and fostering a conversation that lasted several hours.  

Victoria is the only child of her parents, though she has stepsisters on her father’s side. 

She was raised by her aunt and uncle after her mother died when she was a small child. Her story 

differs significantly from most of my interlocutors in that, when she was read as a boy, she was 

not particularly “feminine,” something she attributes to only having male cousins, her primary 

source of socialization. She is also unique in that she began her transition while still a student at 

a public school, Liceo Pedro Montt where, while she did experience bullying, she was fortunate 
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to have a supportive curso59, and a directora (principal) who gave her access to a private 

bathroom. This was at least partially due to the fact that Victoria was already well known for 

standing up for herself and her rights as a trans person. “They already knew that I would dejar la 

embarrá60 if they didn’t give me access to a bathroom,” she explained. 

 The incident she is referencing took place at the Van Buren hospital, just around the 

corner from Congress. Van Buren is well known among trans women as the place to undergo 

vaginoplasty, and more generally as one of the leading hospitals for trans-specific health care in 

Chile. Though the Pinochet regime was, in many ways, disastrous and deadly for LGBTI 

Chileans, the Van Buren hospital became the first hospital to provide gender confirmation 

surgeries through the public health system in 1976 (Carvajal 2018), during the most violent years 

of the dictatorship. Upon the return to democracy, Van Buren—and its emblematic and 

problematic61 surgeon Dr. McMillan—continued to offer trans-specific health care, and in 2015 

they opened a “Polyclinic” specifically to treat these patients. 

“The Polyclinic opened in 2015, where they only treat trans people. They give 
you hormones, surgery, everything you need, for free. And I had only been on 
testosterone blockers for two months when my psychologist called me and said, 
‘We have a problem. They’re not going to give you your hormones anymore 
because the hospital is acting like the clinic doesn’t exist.’ So we had to dejar la 
embarrá. We protested at the hospital and finally spoke to the director of the 
hospital. There was a news story on it that I was in, so now I’m kind of famous 
*laughs*.” 
 

 
59 Chilean schools are organized differently than those in the United States, with the teachers changing classrooms 
while the students stay put. Thus while one’s generación (graduating class) might include several hundred students, 
one’s curso—somewhat analogous to “homeroom”—is a smaller group whose composition tends not to change 
much from year to year. As a result, members of the same curso have often known each most of their lives.  
60 This common Chilean phrase comes from the root word barro, or mud. While difficult to translate exactly, dejar 
la embarrá—leave things covered in mud—can be translated as “to cause an uproar or scandal.” 
61 Though no official complaints have been made, my trans female interlocutors who were operated on by McMillan 
almost universally expressed that the doctor was often sexually inappropriate. As he continues to be one of the 
country’s only specialists in transfeminine-specific healthcare, this has remained simply an open secret, due to the 
power he wields over his patients’ futures.  
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Though more Trans Polyclinics have since opened in Santiago, hormone shortages remain an 

ongoing problem, putting the physical and emotional health of trans people at risk. This early, 

successful experience of self-advocacy helped Vicky to do the same at her school, ultimately 

resulting in permission to use the bathroom and school uniform that made her most comfortable. 

 As mentioned above, Vicky did not consider herself to be particularly “feminine” before 

her transition, but had known from an early age that she was attracted to boys. Once again, we 

see how Vicky’s personal narrative differs from the transchrononormative standard of siempre, 

always already having been trans. When she was 18, she began the process of coming out to her 

family, though at the time she wasn’t sure what she was coming out as. 

“I told my aunt, and my family in general, that I didn’t feel comfortable with 
myself. Because I just like, really didn’t like anything about my body at all. It’s 
one thing if you just don’t like your hair or something, but no matter how I did my 
hair, I didn’t like anything about myself. I told her I was uncomfortable because I 
didn’t know the word trans at that point.” 
 

As a Valparaíso native, Vicky’s unfamiliarity with trans people underscores just how recently 

trans issues have become part of mainstream discourse in Chilean society. Valparaíso is 

historically a very trans place. Beyond the Van Buren hospital, the city—like many ports—has a 

large community of sex workers, many of whom are trans/travesti. Futhermore, in 2016, 

Valparaíso elected the country’s first trans concejala (city council woman), Zuliana Araya. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Valparaíso has long been the center of much trans life in 

Chile, but until recently only for those “in the know.” As such, even in this environment, Vicky 

didn’t learn about other trans people until she was 18, from YouTube, a medium she now uses to 

document and narrate her own transition. 
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 Vicky’s channel, while not as widely viewed as Gabriel’s, has a regular viewership of a 

few hundred people, though her videos specifically showing her transition have attracted up to 

the 10,000 viewers. Launched in January 2016, the channel—Con la Vicky (Hanging out with 

Vicky)—is in some ways typical of Chilean trans vloggers. The earliest videos on the channel 

are simple, sparsely edited collections of photos and videos clips marking Vicky’s physical 

changes as she begins hormone therapy. However, unlike Gabriel or Noah, the audience does not 

actually learn anything about Vicky, or even hear her voice, in the first five videos on the 

channel. Vicky’s early content eschews the “vlogger” format—an expert in front of a camera, 

speaking directly to the audience—in favor of photo montages set to pulsing electronic music by 

Canadian singer/songwriter Allie X. 

 Similar to the example of Lucas at the beginning of this chapter, Vicky’s early reticence 

to establish temporal breaks in her life story through narrative, or even to narrate her transition at 
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all, can be read as a tacit resistance of the siempre narrative of transness. While the videos in 

question have titles such as “My transition MTF (male to female),” by simply presenting us a 

with a chronological progression of images, the audience is deprived of the temporalization that 

would imply a specific moment at which Vicky’s transition begins and ends, or a specific 

moment in which womanhood is achieved. We are not presented with a coming out narrative that 

would establish a clear “before and after,” nor with a neat, teleological narrative that might 

establish Vicky as always having understood herself as trans. Thus in Vicky’s early videos, she 

plays with the concept of siempre in a novel way, resignifying “always” to express that while she 

may not always have been Vicky, trans woman, she has also not ever become a fundamentally 

new person. The images and video clips she presents to communicate her corporal changes in 

relation to the passage of time prevent the audience from imposing this hegemonic narrative on 

her story. 

 By two years later, in a video entitled “MI SALIDA DEL CLOSET TRANS” (How I 

came out of the trans closet) (2018), Vicky had adopted a more traditional vlogger style, looking 

directly into the camera and telling her story, seemingly unscripted. Her videos were also now 

branded with a sleek title card, reminiscent of popular vloggers across YouTube. However, 

unlike Gabriel, whose videos are usually recorded in his bedroom, giving a sense of familiarity 

and proximity, Vicky’s backdrop is one of the stone walls of her patio, suggesting that she has 

perhaps been relegated to this space for the purpose of vlogging. The background music of this 

video is Ariana Grande’s 2018 hit “God is a Woman,” on loop. 

 In contrast to Gabriel, whose self-discovery narrative varied significantly between our 

interview and his YouTube videos on the same subject, Vicky’s story of how she discovered she 

was trans and came out maps on neatly to the story she told me over lunch. Rather than a 
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narrative that focuses on transness or womanhood as a telos—that everything in her narrative 

must inevitably lead to the discovery of her “true” trans identity—Vicky continues to present the 

story of someone who was uncomfortable in her body and with the gendered objects of her 

sexual desires, but had no more clarity as to why than those around her. While there are still 

elements of her narrative that seem to build toward an eventual trans identity—“I came out to my 

class as gay, just so they’d leave me alone about it, but I quickly realized that I wasn’t gay at all 

(yo no era nada gay.)”—Vicky resists renarrativizing this realization as just another stop on her 

journey to transness. Rather, the viewer has the sense of a more bumbling process, watching as 

Vicky explores and tries on identities until one fits, as in Lucas’ story. Thus Vicky’s content 

walks a careful like between celebrating herself as transgender—both for her own benefit and 

those of her viewership—and repackaging her life story into a siempre narrative that would give 

the sense of a teleological process that is not authentic to her lived experience. She is able to 

show and narrate changes in her self without effacing the version of herself that she was in favor 

of that which she currently embodies. 

“When did trans become some prescription we have to follow?” 
 Shane Cienfuegos was, in 2018, perhaps the most recognizable non-binary face in Chile. 

While until just a few years ago, trans activism in Chile was almost totally limited to the needs 

and wants of people transitioning from one binary gender category to the other, Shane’s arrival at 

OTD represented a seismic shift in the way the organization talked about gender. While it should 

be said that many of the staff at OTD identity personally as non-binary, it cannot be ignored that 

they also present to the uninformed as binarily gendered. Shane on the other hand—with their62 

 
62 In general, Shane can be described as skeptical about pronouns. Most often, they used lenguaje inclusivo 
(inclusive language), replacing the gendered “o” and “a” endings of nouns and adjectives with the neologistic “e” as 
a gender-neutral ending. Spanish grammar almost never requires the use of a subject pronoun, and thus this tended 
not to be an issue. However, as English requires the use of subject pronouns to make grammatical sense, I have 
translated Shane’s most widely used pronoun, elle, as they. I have chosen to not to use other English-language 
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long dark hair, full beard, and colorful mixture of clothes intended for both binary genders—was 

something entirely different for the organization. The resulting increased emphasis on non-binary 

issues also led to a number of uncomfortable meetings, in which the organization was forced to 

make clear that, while it supported the rights of non-binary people, the Gender Identity Law 

could nonetheless not include non-binary people, as their addition would deprive the bill of the 

votes necessary to pass. If Chilean lawmakers were reticent to get on board with outwardly 

binarily gendered trans people, it was inconceivable at that stage in the process to ask them to 

think beyond the gender binary entirely. 

 Raised by lesbian mothers, Shane nonetheless found their upbringing stifling. Having 

lived through the dictatorship, Shane’s parents were hesitant about allowing them to dress or act 

in any way that would draw attention to their non-conforming gender identity. Though Shane, 

like Victoria, tended not to narrativize their process of identity formation in a teleological 

fashion, they did remember experiencing anxiety about not fitting into either gender category 

from an early age. Despite having parents who also belonged to the LGBTI community, Shane 

learned early on that the divisions inside the community are as complex—if not moreso—than 

the divide between the community and the general public. Years later, as Shane’s personal 

subjectivity began to the chafe against the rigid, NGO structure of OTD, they began to engage in 

individual activism, eventually helping to form Colectivo Neutres ([Gender] Neutral Collective.) 

They became especially recognizable after TVN ran a piece on non-binary identities, starring 

Shane and another OTD member, Fernando. This exposure led to increased notoriety for Shane, 

but also led to several instances of physical violence as they became increasingly recognizable. 

 
options such as “zie,” so as to avoid ascribing a political meaning to the pronoun that does not reflect Shane’s usage 
in Spanish. 



 

 

157 

While all of this was happening, and while still actively a part of OTD, Shane began their 

YouTube Channel, “I Love Hormones.”  

 

 The name of Shane’s channel seemed, at first glance, to be a bit of a misnomer. Unlike 

the other vloggers discussed in this chapter, Shane did not start their channel specifically to track 

the “progress” of their transition. Rather, at the time, Shane expressed to me in an interview that 

they hoped to “exteriorize and spread knowledge, and build networks of action.” While we might 

say that spreading knowledge is the goal of many trans vlogs, Shane’s is especially interesting 

because it was not—at least at first—about their personal experiences. Early videos on the 

channel include a primer in LGBTI+ flags and their meanings, a video exploring the meaning of 

asexuality, and recommendations of trans films. However, this early, non-hormone-related 

content is partially due to the difficulty Shane faced as a non-binary person in accessing hormone 

replacement therapy. 
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 As Shane describes in a video entitled “Porque [sic] empezar en hormonas” (Why start 

hormones?) (2018), their initial exposure to hormone therapy was due to a hormonal issue 

unrelated to their gender identity. In short, doctors told Shane they were experiencing a “late 

puberty,” resulting in, among other symptoms, severe acne. Upon taking the spironolactone the 

doctor prescribed, Shane noticed not only that their skin began to clear up, but that they began to 

grow breasts. What a cisgender male patient would almost certainly view as an undesirable, 

feminizing side effect of the treatment was, for Shane, a glimpse at the possibilities hormone 

replacement therapy could offer to people with no interest in embodying a binary gender. 

“I wanted to have tits (tetas), just tits. I did not want anything else. I even had a 
big fight with my first endocrinologist…my second endocrinologist, third 
endocrinologist *laughs*, because they wanted to transform me into a woman. 
That is, the gender binary system, the sex-gender system, all those things, all 
came to the surface and were crushing my body, and I told them all to go hell.” 
 

In the end, Shane was able to find an endocrinologist willing to work with them, and began 

taking dosages of “female” hormone replacement therapies that would create the desired change 

without fully “feminizing” them. 

 Besides the obvious refusal of the male/female gender binary inherent in Shane’s 

subjectivity and their YouTube content, what is most important for the purposes of this chapter is 

why Shane decided to make this specific video. Though, I as mentioned above, Shane had 

generally eschewed making videos based on their own experiences of transition, after they began 

hormone therapy, there was a marked shift in the channel’s content. While “I Love Hormones” 

continued to present educational content, as well as “on the scene” videos at festivals and events 

of interest to the Chilean LGBTI community, Shane also began making videos tracking the 

bodily changes provoked by the hormones they were now regularly taking. As a result, the 

comments sections of these videos—which received thousands more views than the others—and 
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Shane’s Facebook account began to fill up with questions from people who didn’t understand 

why a self-described non-binary person would be interested in undergoing hormonal treatment 

normally reserved for trans women. 

“Several comments have made their way to my Facebook inbox, asking me why I 
am starting to take hormone replacement therapy being that I am a non-binary 
person…the strangest thing were the trans people who said to me, "hey, you can’t 
take hormone replacement therapy because you're a non-binary person, and non-
binary people do not feel like they fit in any category. They have to just exist with 
their bodies because that's the way it works.” 
 

Clearly, the thought of Shane—or any non-binary person—making use of hormone replacement 

therapy was a problem for people both within and outside the Chilean trans community. 

Nonetheless, I argue that what ultimately makes people uncomfortable about this practice is the 

fact that Shane’s narrative directly challenges the societally accepted telos of transition, 

engrained in and undergirding the siempre discourse. That is, Shane not only refuses to narrate 

their gender through neat, linear time, but ultimately refuses the temporalization of their trans 

body entirely. Without a clearly gendered end goal for their transition, the teleological narrative 

of siempre reveals itself as part of a larger ideological apparatus that often serves to homogenize 

trans narratives as “male-to-female” or “female-to male.” Shane’s journey is simply from Shane 

to Shane. They enunciate it best themself in this same video. Shane, staring directly into the 

camera and laughing asks, “I mean, when did being trans become some prescription63 we have to 

follow?”  

Conclusion 
 The idea that transness is inherent and teleological—what I have called in this chapter the 

siempre narrative—is part of a larger tendency in the global LGBTI movement toward the 

 
63 Shane’s remark in Spanish is slightly more ambiguous, given that the word they employ is receta, meaning both 
prescription and recipe. Nonetheless, either meaning emphasizes the same point. When did identifying as trans 
become synonymous with following specific steps toward a specific end? 
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language of biological determinism. While on one hand, this discursive strategy has proven to 

bear fruit in a variety of sociocultural contexts, it is also imperative that we examine both the 

logics undergirding this (relatively) new way of thinking, and the potential drawbacks and 

limitations of a discourse that often obscures and effaces differences in the individual life 

narratives of trans people, in favor of a narrative that states that trans people always already 

know that they are trans. As Lucas made clear at the beginning of this chapter, this 

narrativization not only does not reflect the lived experiences of many trans people; it also risks 

invalidating those people and their experiences as “not trans enough,” alienating or excluding 

them from a community and a movement in which they have found a place for themselves. 

 Yet the siempre narrative, while ever-present, is not entirely monolithic. As the 

ethnographic examples throughout this chapter show, while this narrative remains hegemonic, 

social media technologies allow some trans Chileans to narrativize their lives and transitions in 

novel, counterhegemonic, and non-chrononormative ways. Lucas’ memory posts demonstrate 

that refusing to overnarrativize his transition has the effect of destabilizing the “before and after” 

framing typical of siempre discourse, while still engaging with logics of linear time. Gabriel’s 

YouTube content, on the other hand, demonstrates the hegemonic power of the siempre 

discourse, both because its teleological nature allows trans people to renarrativize their pasts in a 

more coherent manner, and because these same characteristics allow for a more succinct, 

digestible narrative in the online sphere. Despite the renarrativization of his story to fit—in some 

ways—the siempre narrative, Gabriel’s content still takes pains to insist upon the culturally 

constructed nature of the external factors that told him he was trans. Victoria’s YouTube content 

steadfastly avoids these teleological narratives by presenting content that is largely audiovisual 

and non-narrative. When she does present narrative content, her videos are longer, less sleekly 
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edited, and unscripted, allowing the viewer to feel and empathize with Vicky’s lived experience 

of identifying as trans; rather than a narrative that necessarily always already led to her self-

identification as trans, she tells her story as she lived it, searching for an identity that had not 

been preestablished. Finally, Shane’s channel “I Love Hormones” explicitly reveals the binary 

nature of siempre, forcing the viewer to grapple with a subjectivity that neither begins nor ends 

at a place of binary gender, privileging instead a view of hormones and biomedical transition 

based on the individuality of every body and gender identity. 

 In the next chapter, I expand upon the importance of narrativization for the formation of 

trans subjectivities, focusing specifically on those bodies that exist outside the framework of 

binarily gendered trans men and trans women. Moreover, taking the concept of calle (street 

smarts), I demonstrate the importance of social media as a tool for the enunciation of non-

normative selfhood in decolonizing the mainstream trans movement. I show how these new 

technologies build on existing travesti practices of self-expression and pedagogy, as well as how 

they represent a tool for speaking back against the ongoing legacies of colonialism and 

dictatorship in the lives, subjectivities, and bodies of travestis.   
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Chapter 4 - Calle: Travesti Narratives of Coloniality  

When I started school, that’s when the insults started. The one that hurt the most was 
“Tereso.64” I read it differently now, but it hurt. I think I understood it [differently] 
because I lived in those camps and I was surrounded by neighbors with Mapuche 
customs: the wood stove, houses without windows, with Mapuche customs, you know? 
They were descendants. So when people started calling me Tereso at school, it was as if 
they were saying “[social] class and sex” at the same time, because for me, Teresa was a 
Mapuche name. I guess I gave it that association, because I had a lot of neighbors who 
had come from the campo and one of them was named Teresa. And whe I heard that in 
school, that’s what I associated it with. I felt like the worst insult, worse than coliza, 
worse than colipato, was Tereso, because it had to do with your heritage, and I knew that 
my grandmother had been Mapuche. 

 

Claudia Rodríguez is one of Santiago’s—and perhaps Chile’s—most well-known 

travestis. Her bleach blonde hair, boisterous laugh, and friendly personality make her difficult to 

miss when she walks into a room. When I first interviewed her in 2015, it was in the context of 

the play she was preparing to star in, based on her self-published book Cuerpos para odiar 

(Bodies for hating). This zine-style paperback publication is filled with her writings, as well as 

images from her past, presented in a collage format. On the cover, the title is written in a font 

 
64 The (invented) masculine form of the name “Teresa,” used as a slur toward effeminate men and boys. 

¿Y vo quién soy? ¿Y a vo te han tomado 
presa alguna vez? Y alguna vez, hai ido a 
putiar pal norte? Alguna vez te hai agarrao a 
guaracazos con otra travesti? No! ¿Alguna 
vez te han culiao por el poto? Si no hay 
hecho nada de eso no podí decir que soy 
travesti. No es llegar y decir soy travesti por 
que tení carita. No se puede ser travesti y 
ser cobarde. Para ser travesti tení que ser 
valiente, tení que demonstrar que te la podí. 
 

Who the hell are you? Have you even been 
thrown in jail? Have you ever gone up 
north to putiar (engage in sex work)? Have 
you ever come to blows with another 
travesti? No! Have you ever been fucked in 
the ass? If you haven’t done any of that you 
can’t say you’re a travesti. You can’t just 
show up and saw you’re a travesti because 
you have a pretty face. You can’t be a 
travesti and be a coward. To be a travesti 
you have to be brave, you have to show that 
you can take it 
 

-Claudia Rodríguez, Cuerpos para odiar (2013) 
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that resembles dripping blood, juxtaposed with images of beaten, bloodied, and dead travesti 

bodies: bodies for hating. 

The epigraph of this chapter, taken from the book, is so emblazoned in my memory that I 

can almost recite it verbatim. In June 2015, when I began my preliminary dissertation fieldwork, 

Claudia and the “members”65 of CUDS were hard at work on the play. Throughout the next 

month, I got to know her quite well, as I attended rehearsals for the show at the theater school of 

the Universidad Mayor, and tagged along for the drinks and late-night food the group often 

sought out after rehearsal. One of the most quotable moments from the play, delivered as a 

soliloquy, the members of the cast would often jokingly yell these lines at each other during 

breaks and after rehearsal. These lines, written in the informal, colloquial Chilean Spanish 

sometimes called chilensis66, represent the crystallization of the concept of calle, though the 

word itself never appears. 

The Royal Spanish Academy—the self-appointed arbiters of “correct” Spanish—traces 

the etymology of calle back to the Latin callis, meaning path (senda, camino,) lending itself to 

both literal and idiomatic uses. Beyond the obvious meaning, analogous to the English word 

“street,” the phrase estar en la calle (to be in/on the street) can be translated as simply “out and 

about,” or alternately as “homeless.” The multiple valences of calle become even more complex 

when the word is employed by travestis, who have adopted and adapted the term as a sort of 

shorthand to describe the trials and tribulations of embodying a marginalized identity in modern 

 
65 I put “members” in quotes here because CUDS rejects NGO-style activism in favor of dissident actions, often in 
the form of performance art. Those who move in the CUDS circle often refer to each other as vecina, the feminine 
form of the word neighbor, and while it is generally clear who “the CUDS people” are, there is no official 
membership, but rather a loose network of like-minded (and sometimes not-like-minded) activists, artists, writers, 
and performers who move from project to project as their talents dictate. 
66 It should be noted that this form of speech is in fact representative of the way most Chileans speak in their daily 
lives. Nonetheless, colonial understandings of linguistic “purity” have marked it as low class, meaning that it is 
rarely rendered in written form, a point I will return to throughout this chapter.   
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Chile. Though not always, calle often serves to delineate the borders between gay men, trans 

women, and travestis—subjectivities with certain overlaps in the Chilean context. That is, calle 

is what makes a travesti. 

One of the most common travesti usages of this term is in the phrase “Ella tiene calle,” or 

“She has street,” a usage that while in some ways analogous to the English concept of “street 

smarts” also implicitly references the significant overlap between travestis and both voluntary 

and subsistence-based sex work, historically practiced on the literal streets. Calle thus becomes 

something one possesses—a set of defining experiences, as well as a space one navigates. It is at 

once an expression of dominion over one’s immediate surroundings, and a set of life experiences 

acquired in this same space. It is a collection of experiences that lives in the memories and on the 

bodies of those whose claim it. Moreover, it is the wisdom that comes with navigating Chilean 

society as a travesti, passed down from one generation to the next, in this regard perhaps 

comparable to the English “street smarts.” 

 Yet with the dawn of the social media age, and with the increasing democratization of 

smartphone and 4G technology in Chile, calle—both the location of sex work and the process of 

travesti self-making—has moved, at least partially, online. Even those who do not engage in sex 

work have taken to sharing their experiences online, at once rendering more visible and more 

precarious the marginalized and embodied character of calle. As such, social media has become 

a space in which multiple definitions and understandings of calle intermingle, and in which the 

relationality of a term that might otherwise conjure images of solitude is on full display. Where 

once literary activists like Claudia tacitly spoke for an entire group of people, social media has 

not only allowed but incentivized travestis—like everyone else—to share their experiences 

online. 
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This chapter understands calle, in the context of travesti activism, as a shorthand that 

indexes the multiple intersecting (Crenshaw 1991) forms of marginalization the persist as 

remnants of the Spanish colonial project. That is, the particular forms of discrimination and 

violence that travestis face map neatly onto colonial mandates for strictly policed binary gender, 

whiteness, Christianity, and sexual purity. Argentine theorist Nelson Maldonado Torres has 

proposed the term coloniality, related to but distinct from colonialism, to describe the ongoing 

effects of colonialism on residents of the postcolonial word.  

Coloniality…refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of 
colonialism, but that define culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and knowledge 
production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations…It is maintained 
alive in books, in the criteria for academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common 
sense, in the self-image of peoples, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of 
our modern experience (2007, 243). 
 
Calle condenses all that which does not fit into the normative practices of colonialism—

indigeneity, dissident gender and sexual practices and identities, desire, and disruption in and on 

the bodies of Chilean travestis. That is, as I will explore in this chapter, the travesti and the calle 

that constitutes her represent everything that cannot exist within colonial norms. Additionally, 

this chapter explores the role of social media in shaping, destabilizing, and reifying notions of 

calle that have historically relied on physical embodiment and analog forms of communication—

such as books, zines, and word of mouth—for their propagation. I argue that beyond simply 

increasing the potential audiences for travesti experiences, social media plays both an archival 

and instructive role, simultaneously preserving the histories of some of Chile’s most 

marginalized residents while also preparing younger generations of travestis for the life that may 

await them. However, I also assert that social media is an imperfect tool for translating the 

concept of calle, given the term’s embodied nature, seeming inextracability from embodied sex 

work, and its ties to the physical location of the street. 
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Claudia 
Claudia’s parents were originally from Valdivia, in the south of Chile, and like many 

(especially southern) Chileans were of partial Mapuche descent. Like many Chileans in the late 

60’s, Claudia’s parents migrated to Santiago looking for work in 1965, part of a mass internal 

migration whose effects can be felt to this day, with roughly 1/3 of the population of Chile 

calling Santiago home. The youngest child of five, Claudia was born in 1968, and grew up in a 

toma (literally a takeover), one of hundreds of informal settlements that popped up all over the 

outskirts of Santiago as the region was flooded with an influx of migrants from the provinces. 

These settlements were so commonplace in the 60’s and early 70’s that they became pejoratively 

known as callampas, or mushrooms, because of their ability to seemingly pop up overnight. 

Claudia was a child when Pinochet seized power, and as a resident of a toma—one of the 

dictatorship’s favorite targets in the early years of the regime—she became acutely aware of her 

and her family’s precarity. “Era aprender a vivir con miedo,” she told me in a 2015 interview. 

“It was learning to live with fear.” Unsurprisingly, the majority of those living in tomas were 

supporters of the socialist government of Salvador Allende. In the days after the coup, they were 

rooted out and their political materials burned. Many were taken prisoner and never heard from 

again. Young Claudia, whose entry into school corresponded almost exactly with the regime 

change, witnessed these scenes and heard the fear with which the adults around her spoke, 

wondering if her family might be next, or if the country was headed toward a civil war. 

 Her feelings of precarity and marginalization went beyond her socioeconomic status, and 

even beyond fears about her family’s safety under Pinochet. As she explained it, before she 

entered school, she was not particularly aware of her gender identity. She was allowed to wear 

her hair longer, as was the style at the time, and since the children living in the toma all wore 

hand-me-downs and second-hand clothing, residents paid little attention to its intended gender. 
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However, when she entered school at age 6, she was forced to shave her head, another mandate 

of the Pinochet regime, in order to maintain the strict binary separation of genders in her mixed-

gender public school, and because “there was a serious lice infestation in the poor schools” at the 

time. She was also, like most Chilean students to this day, forced to wear a uniform to school 

each day, one that corresponded to her assigned gender. Whereas in her formative years, Claudia 

simply wore hand-me-downs from her siblings and neighbors, she suddenly found herself forced 

to wear the white collared shirt and long pants that make up “boys’” school uniforms to this day. 

“I didn’t want to wear those pants. I wanted to wear a jumper, you know? I wanted to have 

braids, to wear a delantal67.” As explored in the Introduction, “traditional” gender ideologies 

were a tacit but incredibly important pillar of the Pinochet regime. These early moments of 

gender policing stand out for Claudia as her earliest memories of feeling like her gender did not 

match her (imposed) gender presentation. 

 At the beginning of this chapter, Claudia describes being called a tereso by her 

classmates, but not knowing exactly what it meant. As a very young child—at that time read as a 

boy—Claudia understood that she was different, but was unclear about exactly how. Beyond 

what her classmates clearly picked up on as an excess of femininity, she was also “different” in 

other ways. Though she now maintains a peroxide-blonde coiffure, at the time her hair and 

features were dark, descended as she was from the Mapuche; and even though she attended a 

public school, it was clear to her that her life in the toma was markedly poorer than that of many 

of her classmates. While I can find no deeper, racialized meaning in the actual etymology of the 

word tereso, the fact that Claudia interpreted the insult as based on class and gender is indicative 

 
67 Best translated as “smock,” girls in Chilean primary schools wear a gingham delantal over their uniforms to help 
them stand out among the older students, while boys usually wear some form of jacket or trench coat.  
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of the complicated relation between axes of oppression in Chile, and the lack of public discourse 

about diverse/dissident gender expression at the time.. 

 It is important to note that in her telling of this anecdote, while she regularly references 

her Mapuche heritage, she describes the word tereso as inflected by a combination of gender and 

social class, eschewing words like race or indigeneity. What might be interpreted as a simple 

oversight, in Chile is indicative of the racialization of poverty along the lines of indigeneity 

(Richards 2013). Though conversations about race relations in Chile have recently become more 

common due to a historic influx of Venezuelan and Haitian immigrants in the last few years, 

indigeneity has remained bracketed from the larger conversation about race in Chile. This is 

likely due, at least in part, to the fact that the vast majority of Chileans have at least some 

indigenous heritage, and thus the lines between settlers and the colonized have—over time—

become somewhat blurry. In the words of a friendly Uber driver I met in September 2018, “I’m 

glad these immigrants are coming to Chile, because we’re finally talking about racism. We didn’t 

used to have racism in Chile, because we didn’t use to have race.” This driver’s comments so 

perfectly crystallized the conditions of racial discourse in the Chile of 2018 that I immediately 

made a note of them in my phone while still in the car. 

 Though I hesitate to paint with too broad a brush, I see this driver’s comments about a 

previous “lack of racism” and “lack of race” in Chile to be shared by a large percentage of 

Chileans, especially criollos. The fact that the Mapuche continue to actively fight for the return 

of their land—and that this activism was one of the defining Chilean social movements of the 

2000’s—has not prevented Chileans from drawing a stark contrast between race (understood 

largely in terms of Blackness, but also to some extent Asianness), and indigeneity, making 

intersectional conversations about the systemic inequalities that contribute to the oppression of 
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both groups almost impossible. For many, race only “arrived” in Chile on the bodies of Black 

Haitians and Venezuelans, whose heritage was understood to be inherently un-Chilean. This is 

not to say that Claudia is unaware of, or uninterested in, questions of racial justice; quite to the 

contrary. She regularly invokes her Mapuche heritage, and that of many travestis, to draw 

connections between the oppression she has faced not only as a travesti, but one who will never 

measure up to the hegemonic expectations of white femininity. 

In this excerpt from Cuerpos para odiar, Claudia points to the violence of colonialism, both 

physical—invoking the literal massacres carried out against indigenous people across the 

continent—and cultural, referencing a paradoxical and sudden need to learn the ways of the 

colonizer (reading and writing) in order to resist the colonial process and navigate “the world.” 

This understanding of the multiple and intersecting forms of oppression experienced by 

marginalized people as a direct consequence of the arrival of Spanish colonists—who came not 

only with obligatory Christianity but also the rigid gender binary and shame-based view of desire 

that accompanied it—is at the core of travesti understandings of calle. To “have calle” is to 

Las travestis somos iguales que las 
mapuches del campo, igual que las mujeres 
antiguas que aprenden de las abuelas, cómo 
se hace el pan.  
 
Nosotras aprendemos hablando con las 
Viejas a pensar lo que tiene que ver con el 
cuerpo sobre el deseo, que es lo mismo que 
aprender a ver. Ver por ejemplo que en el 
campo, las lechugas también tienen deseo, 
deseo del sol y lo persiguen hasta que 
logran que las bese. 
 
Las travestis somos igual que las mapuches 
que no necesitábamos ni leer, ni saber 
escribir para entender el mundo. Nos basto 
con nuestra imaginación hasta que 
comenzaron las matanzas.  
 

We travestis are like the Mapuche in the 
campo, like women in the old days who 
learn from their grandmothers how to make 
bread. 
 
We learn by talking with our elders to think 
about our bodies, about desire, which is the 
same as learning to see. To see, for 
example, that lettuces also desire, desire for 
the sun, and they chase it until they make it 
kiss them. 
 
 
We travestis are like the Mapuche, who 
didn’t need to read or know how to write to 
understand the world. Our imagination was 
enough, until the massacres began. 
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suffer the consequences of marginalization along the axes of colonially imposed behavioral and 

identitarian norms, condensing oppression based on race, class, gender, and sexuality—as well as 

their multiple intersections—into two syllables.   

Coming of age in The Transition 
 Likely because of her general level of discomfort, Claudia was not initially successful as 

a student. “Me sacaba puros 4,” she told me in our interview. I got straight 4’s.68 Though 

Claudia’s mother, herself illiterate, was passionate about her children receiving the education 

that she had not, it was not until high school that Claudia discovered her talent for writing. In a 

story that will be familiar to many queer people, she discovered her love of writing through a 

(closeted) gay teacher. Though gay people could not be open and work as teachers at this point in 

history, Claudia assured me that it was essentially an open secret. She remembers that, despite 

his semi-clandestine status, he inculcated in his students the idea of dignity as a core value. After 

receiving encouragement from him and another teacher, she read her first poem at her school’s 

aniversario69 celebration. Rather than the taunts and bullying she normally received, Claudia 

remembers that her classmates began to look at her as a leader, and she began to understand—

like the Mapuche from the campo in her book—the power of the written word for fighting 

oppression. 

 Claudia’s final years of high school coincided with the fall of the dictatorship and the 

return to democracy, events that held at once great promise and great uncertainty for a person 

like Claudia. At this point in time, she was still navigating the world read as a man (albeit an 

 
68 Chilean schools use a grading system from 1-7, with 7 being the highest. 4 is the minimum grade required to pass. 
69 Though Chilean schools do not have athletic teams, the modern aniversario is in some way akin to “homecoming” 
in the United States. To commemorate the founding of a school, students engage in activities (much like “Spirit 
Week”) where they are asked by the 4th years to complete challenges, ranging from bringing everyone lunch to 
learning to do choreography, with the class with the most points at the end of the week winning. While this tradition 
is fairly universal in Chilean schools, Claudia’s story leads me to believe that aniversario under Pinochet was a 
somewhat less joyous affair. 
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increasingly ambiguously gendered one), which presented problems in terms of finding gainful 

employment. Though she wanted to be a writer, she felt that her life was “not interesting 

enough.” To earn income, she began to sell artesanía (handycrafts) with her siblings, a job that 

allowed her to keep her hair long and choose her clothing more freely, blending in with the other 

artisans.  

At this same time, a pre-Internet technological revolution was happening in Claudia’s 

life. After years of hard work, Claudia’s parents had been able to move the family out of the 

toma and into a house in the then-up-and-coming neighborhood of Ñuñoa. Along with increased 

housing security, this move brought with it the introduction of a phone to the household, at the 

same time that gay call-in lines began to crop up around the country. Through these lines, a pre-

cursor to Internet and app-based dating platforms like Grindr, Claudia began to meet the men 

who would introduce her to Santiago’s underground but lively gay scene. One date in particular 

brought her to Fausto, an emblematic club that, while now a well-known part of Santiago’s gay 

landscape, at the time was still somewhat underground. When they met in person, Claudia 

remembers that her date commented that he expected her to be “a little more masculine” because 

she looked “muy cola.”70 

It is important here to remember that at this point in Chilean history—the last few years 

of the dictatorship and the first years of the return to democracy—the identity categories that had 

already begin to dominate the “global” LGBTI movement were largely foreign to the country’s 

sexual and gender-diverse residents, and even in the Global North, the words transgender and 

transsexual were only beginning to be understood as distinct from “gay” identities (Valentine 

2007). Claudia’s journey toward an identity took place in a Chile in flux, the years referred as 

 
70 “Very gay.” Cola is a derogatory term for efeminite gay men that has been reclaimed by some in the community, 
somewhat similar to the case of ‘queer’ in Anglophone contexts. 
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The Transition, uncertain of its relationship to the wider world and particularly its relationship 

with the US, and in which derogatory terms—like cola, tereso, and maricón were used for, and 

reclaimed by, sexual minorities in relation to their perceived failure to perform hegemonic 

masculinity. “As far I saw it,” she elaborated, “I wasn’t cola, I was ambiguous. I used ambiguity 

as femininity, and that was my weapon.” However, it was this same ambiguity that originally 

threatened her place in what would become the larger sexual dissidence community. 

Out of the Closet and into the calle 
Having gotten more comfortable with Santiago’s burgeoning—if largely clandestine—

club scene, Claudia began to meet up on the weekends with a group of new friends in Santiago’s 

iconic Plaza Italia, before making the short walk together across the Mapocho river to the 

Bellavista neighborhood, home to Fausto, and today home to a variety of gay-friendly clubs, 

bars, and diversity organizations like OTD. These friends had long told Claudia that she “had to 

meet Heather” because they were “so similar.” So Claudia was understandably taken aback when 

the elusive Heather finally joined them one night, and gave Claudia what she considered to be a 

rather cold welcome. Later, alone together in the bathroom, Claudia worked up the nerve to ask 

her “why?” Heather responded, flatly, “A mí me aburren las lesbianas” (I find lesbians boring.) 

“She swore I was a woman,” Claudia told me. “And I said, I’m like you, I’m a man!” From this 

moment on, Heather took Claudia under her wing and introduced her to the world of travestis, 

the world of calle. 

She took me out to putear71, I got to know the world of sex work, I met other 
travestis, the “street travestis” (travestis de la calle). We got arrested together for 
hooking, she taught me how to put on makeup. I learned so many things, because 
we were also so similar. We were both poor, and we were both very, very locas, 
very mariconas.72 
 

 
71 From puta, a derogatory term for sex workers. The verb form putear means to engage in sex work. 
72 Loca and maricona are both reclaimed derogatory terms signalling undesired femininity in a masculine body. 
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The similarities between Claudia’s memories and the epigraph that opens this chapter are telling. 

Through her friendship with Heather, Claudia found more than just a name for her identity. She 

also acquired a particular understanding of that identity as constructed through hardship, a 

subjectivity actively built on danger, excitement, and precarity. While I want to be strident in my 

rejection of one particular definition of travesti subjectivity in Chile, Claudia’s particular 

understanding of what it means to be a travesti does resonate with a marked separation in the 

Chilean trans movement between self-identified trans women and travestis, based on a notion of 

calle that indexes the experiences of discrimination, precarity, and agency that travestis 

experience along the intersection axes of gender, class, and race. The experiences accrue in 

histories, memories, and bodies of travestis, constructing and reconstructing individual and 

group subjectivities through both the experiences themselves and the narrativization thereof. For 

Claudia, this narration of calle has been largely in written form, in self-published and endlessly 

photocopied “zines” or small booklets. Nonetheless, the advent of social media has challenged 

her and other travestis to explore the possibilities of history- and self-making presenting by these 

technologies as a continuation of the calle, whose social nature comes into relief online. 

Writing as activism 
Despite her increased presence in this underground scene, Claudia was continually 

frustrated by her inability to access spheres of activism and political influence. While she had 

heard that there was a new organization, Movilh, that was advocating for gay rights (at the time 

for the repeal of an 1874 anti-sodomy law), she couldn’t actually find them, a common 

frustration in the pre-Internet era. And though she did eventually (briefly) join the organization, 

she quickly became disenchanted with Movilh, an organization whose members were openly 

hostile toward diverse/dissident people who did not fit a particular imaginary of “gay,” imported 

from the Global North and imbricated with local understandings of race, class, and gender. 
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While she reveled in the reactions her ambiguous presentation provoked within the relative 

safety of Fausto, in this space she still felt like a fish out of water.  

 After a few years at Movilh, where she was the only constant travesti presence, Claudia 

began to feel that she had learned all she could from the organization, which had little time for 

the needs of multiply marginalized people like Claudia (Campbell 2014). Specifically, the 

organization’s refusal to engage critically with the exploding HIV/AIDS epidemic Chile clashed 

with Claudia’s experiences as a sex worker, where she saw the reality of the epidemic among 

travestis firsthand. This personal experience with the effects of the HIV/AIDS led to her 

increasingly disenchantment with gay activism. She began to attend workshops at La Casa de la 

Mujer La Morada, a space led by famed Chilean feminist, Communist party leader, and anti-

Pinochet activist Margarita Pisano, who was central to in-country feminist resistance work 

during the dictatorship (Largo 2014). However, Claudia found herself at odds with this group as 

well, as they insisted that, having been “born a man” (in their words), she could never truly 

understand gendered oppression.73  

Her experiences in these spaces led her to the conclusion that there was not yet a “travesti 

discourse” in Chile, like that of the gay rights or feminist movements. Still in search of an 

organization she identified with, she left Movilh and became part of Centro Lambda, a dedicated 

HIV/AIDS organization who ran a support phoneline called FONOSIDA, where she took a job 

that eventually allowed her to pay for hormones and surgeries to transform her body. She also 

decided to use some of the money she had saved from this job to enroll in the Gender Studies 

diplomado74 at the University of Chile. 

 
73 This position was particularly popular in second wave feminist thought in the US, and has been adopted by 
present-day TERFs (Trans-Exclusionary Radical Feminists) in Chile.  
74 Similar to the certificate programs offered at many US universities. 
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So I spent a whole year reading about feminism, and I had another revolution starting to 
happen in my head, and I decided to leave homosexual activism. But what was even 
harder, and more painful, than separating myself from those organizations, was asserting 
myself as an independent activist, with no need to belong to an organization…I realized 
after finishing the diplomado that I could use my energy for something much better. 
 

It is significant that education would play such a crucial role in Claudia’s personal and political 

awakenings, both because of her parents’ fervent wishes that she and her siblings have access to 

the education they were denied, and because Claudia’s biography made it nearly impossible for 

her to acquire much of this education as a child. Trans and queer youth experience a deficit in 

formal education based on their identities around the world (Duffy and Chan 2019; Kosciw, 

Greytak, and Diaz 2009), and Claudia’s inability to conform to hegemonic gender norms 

growing up under Pinochet meant that she was especially persecuted. 

 In her germinal work Residuos y metáforas (1998), Franco-Chilean theorist Nelly 

Richard proposes that travesti bodies—especially as they came to matter in the transition from 

dictatorship to democracy—can be read as “bodies of citations” (cuerpos de citas), through what 

she calls a “residual analysis,” or one that takes stock of the many residues and fragments of the 

past that inhere in the creation of any subjectivity. Travesti subjectivity, in its refusal/inability to 

conform with cisheterormative understandings of embodied boinary gender, lays bare the 

constructed nature of these norms, rendering incarnate a subjectivity that persists in existing 

despite its putative impossibility (Preciado 2016). For these reasons, Sandra Garabano (2009) 

understands the figure of the travesti during the Transition as one that necessarily stands opposed 

to the project of “modernization” imposed by post-Pinochet leaders. 

  Relatedly, Argentinian travesti activist and theorist Marlene Wayar is widely known as 

one of the most important travesti thinkers in Latin America, having launched El Teje75, the first 

 
75 From the verb tejer, to weave or knit; Argentinian travesti slang comparable to “the Tea,” or gossip. 
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Latin American travesti magazine, in 2007.  El Teje was created with the explicit goal of giving 

a voice to the systematic historical erasure of travestis from official and lay Argentinian 

narratives. Wayar posits that “Every time we read a newspaper or a magazine, in order to 

identify with it, we have to imagine ourselves in other bodies and other forms of feeling and 

thinking76 (2007) Following Wayar, I understand both travesti and calle as terms that are 

constantly and necessarily in flux (2018), which “allows [them] to continue demanding attention 

in a space of diffuseness, not one that is closed off” (2007, 153).  

Thus as Claudia began to write again, bringing a discurso travesti into being with every 

word, she joined travestis across the continent in writing their own histories, having learned that 

no one would do it for them. She wrote what she knew. She wrote about her joys and sorrows, 

the highs of passion and the lows of being on the street. She spoke frankly about the realities of 

sex work and HIV/AIDS, interspersed with irreverent poems that laid bare the classism, racism, 

sexism and hypocrisy she saw in Chilean society. The concept of calle then, when read in 

Claudia’s work, brings to the fore the structural and social causes of the disproportionate burden 

borne by travestis in Chile. The effects of this structural violence—calle—can also be read as a 

sort of ongoing rite of passage in one’s devenir travesti (trans becoming) (Hernández 2015).  

Most importantly, however, is calle’s capacity to inspire intersubjective empathy. If, per 

Wayar, the act of reading travesti literature inherently requires empathy with the Other on the 

page, experiences of calle become the embodiment of what it means to exist as a travesti in 

modern Chile, an experience that is perhaps inaccessible to outsiders by other means. While calle 

is undoubtedly a personal, embodied experience to some extent, its generalizability across the 

lives of many travestis renders it a powerful tool for consciousness raising both within and 

 
76 My translation 
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beyond travesti communities. For those on the outside, these narratives provide a glimpse into a 

purposefully clandestine, often exotified, existence. For those within the community, stories of 

calle serve as cautionary tales, real life fables teaching new generations the ropes through 

allegory. Finally, they are an act of history-making, constructing a repertoire (Taylor 2003), an 

oral history that will live on by word of mouth, from generation to generation, till long after the 

faces attached to the names have been forgotten.  

As a precarious, self-published author Claudia’s reach was, understandably, limited. 

However, with the advent of social media in Chile in the late 2000’s, Claudia—and many other 

travestis—discovered that they could now reach a much larger audience. By no means has 

Claudia stopped writing and publishing books; she still actively writes and performs around 

Santiago. However, social media has allowed her access to an unprecedented platform, that she 

can now use to force people to pay attention. 

Calle 2.077 
Over years of preliminary fieldwork, I often had occasion to run into Claudia, especially 

as she stepped into her new role as Coordinator of the Sexual Diversity program at Fondo 

Alquimia, a Chilean organization that provides funding for projects related to feminism, 

women’s issues, and—increasingly—LGBTI concerns. As Fondo Alquimia often provided 

funding for trans-specific projects, she was regularly present at book launches, presentations, and 

public talks, as a representative of the organization. Nonetheless, I also wanted to sit down with 

 
77 A reference to “Web 2.0,” the term used to describe the current state of the Internet, no longer primarily a place of 
knowledge acquisition, but one defined by user content and interactions. 
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her for a second one-on-one 

interview, to gauge how things had 

changed for her in the ensuing three 

years. 

 We met up and ordered tea 

at Prosit, a “fuente de soda” (soda 

shop or diner) in Plaza Italia, the 

same plaza where—decades 

before—a young Claudia had first 

met up with her friends en route to 

Fausto. After catching up for a few 

minutes, we began our interview in 

earnest. Beyond her more formal 

writing, Claudia has an active 

Facebook presence, which she 

explained to me was the result of 

suffering an accident and being 

confined to bed. “I just started 

writing my experiences,” she explained. The post to the right is exemplary of the kind of content 

she often shares: intellectual rigorous, based in her own experiences, and written in accessible 

language.  

What I’ve learned is that we travestis have to be strategic. There are more than 20 years 
of LGBTI activism in this country, and you know what? In spite of those 20 years, all the 
important voices are still gay men. So, we have to be strategic just to have a voice…. For 
example, writing is an [activist] strategy. Performance is an activist strategy. Theater is 

Ahhh… I admire you so much…your strength 
and fortitude… I love you a lot can I share 
this… 

Being a feminist travesti activist and being a drag queen are not the same 
thing. Feminist travesti activism was a conquest, the building of a fight that 20 

years ago was impossible to imagine, that we travestis could have an 
intelligible voice, and that has been our fight, that our voices are validated in 

all public and political spaces, not by the church, not by the right-wing political 
class, maybe by the left-wing, but above all by workers, by the pueblo. We 

have created, at great risk, a struggle that understands all our demands to be 
the demands of class conflict, education: no more Travesti compañeras 

without formal education, unconscious of class conflict, self-excluded from 
universal problems; slavery, exploitation, persecution, and extermination. 

Work, we demand to be recognized as an economically valuable work force, 
formal employment contracts, and social rights like health and vacation. We 
demand rights and access to housing. We demand to be recognized legally 
and socially, and that we be compensated for risking our lives and living in 
poverty in order to fight for recognition and to be part of history. Travesti 

activism has a cause. We poor people don’t want a show, we want justice.

I’m a travesti made of flesh and silicone, and that hurts, 
even if nobody cares… 
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an activist strategy. And Facebook supports activism too. I don’t think of myself as a 
writer, or an actress, or a performance [artist]. For me, they’re strategies for fighting for a 
voice. 
 

 Three important points emerge in this exchange. First, it is telling that Claudia’s 

immediate impulse when discovering Facebook was to “write [her] experiences.” This is 

partially due to the particular structure of Facebook, which uses questions such as “¿Qué estás 

pensando?” (What are you thinking about?) to prompt status updates from users. In this way, the 

infrastructure of the platform incentivizes a certain kind of self-centered content while 

deincentivizing other forms (Gershon 2010). However, it is telling that shortly after remarking 

on this behavior, she connected it to the need for travesti activists to be strategic, using the tools 

at their disposal in the most effective ways. For Claudia, Facebook represents a sort of 

networked counterpublic (Renninger 2015), in which she and other travestis can circumvent the 

gay male domination of the country’s LGBTI movement without asking for permission. 

However, what is most crucial for this chapter is that for Claudia, her political subjectivity and 

her embodied experiences are inextricably linked. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Claudia’s 

goal has long been to instantiate a travesti discourse, and her remarks in our interview clearly 

demonstrate that this discourse is rooted not (solely) in the feminist theory that Claudia has spent 

years reading and interpreting, but rather in the embodied experiences of marginalized, feminine 

subjects like herself. Though there are often overlaps in Claudia’s writing with canonical 

feminist ideas, Claudia’s experiences of calle are what ultimately inspire and inform her writing, 

and thus her activism. 

I’ve been working on new material, and at first I thought I needed to do something totally 
different from what I do on Facebook. But I realized that those are my notes. So, it’s 
about putting them together, understanding myself as a whole, continuous person. Really 
what I’m doing is a compilation. We change our minds, sharpen our ideas, learning new 
things…so I can grab those Facebook notes and say something new, go deeper, write 
other things…  
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“So you actually go back to your wall to look at what you’ve written?” I asked. 

Yes, I’ve realized that it’s important. I’m not a genius, I’m a simple person. So my texts 
are usually tied to a moment, to the rage (rabia) of a given moment, because they are 
very angry texts, that always revolve around the question of “What’s the best way that I 
can explain my resentment?” That’s one of the points of my writing: precarity, illiteracy, 
resentment, monstrosity, failure… 
 

Here we see a direct connection between Claudia’s online writing and her more formal, printed 

work. While clearly adapted to the exigencies of one medium or another, the through lines of her 

work remain steadfastly grounded in calle, the first real education Claudia received, long before 

her days reading Judith Butler at the University of Chile. By rooting her interventions in her own 

embodied experiences of calle, Claudia’s writing is at once deeply personal and also indicative 

of the experiences of marginalization common to most travestis in Chile. In understanding her 

Facebook as an archive of her history—in this case the history of her thoughts and experiences—

she is able to deploy it as a tool for iterative processes of self-making: recording, rediscovering, 

and redefining her ideas through a cyclical process of writing and archiving. Thus the various 

stages and iterations of a particular thought or idea demonstrate shifts in her understanding of 

herself in relation to her interactions with and on social media, illustrative of the dialectical 

relationship between the self and the archive of the self. 

However, despite its grounded nature, Claudia’s prose is often opaque, even to those with 

similar life histories. She often prefers to leave her writing, especially online, open to 

interpretation, which has simultaneously provoked backlash from some of her contemporaries 

and demonstrated the importance of social media as a tool for debate and intergenerational 

knowledge transfer and the formation of coherent group subjectivities. Though Claudia’s social 

media content is rarely met with universal praise or agreement, it virtually always provokes 

debate and discussion. In this way, even more tense or acrimonious interactions play an 
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important role in the negotiation of individual and group trans subjectivities. That is, as social 

media houses both archival and communicative functions in one place, disagreements, 

clarifications, and support often stand as direct annotations to the individual archival texts. 

When asked her who she imagined her Facebook audience might be, Claudia responded: 

I’ve realized that it’s mostly people who read. At one point I thought that I was writing 
for activism, for feminist activism. But judging by the comments, I’ve realized that it’s 
more for people who read. People who know how to read, who are literary…who read 
and interpret, and put ideas together.  

 
Chilean Feminism in 2018 

Though these remarks may seem to contradict her statements earlier in the interview, it is 

important to distinguish between Claudia’s perceived audience and her actual audience. Claudia 

writes, on some level, with the expectation that her readers will think as critically about what she 

writes as she does, a tall order especially on social media. Nonetheless, as she went on to 

explain, her actual audience differs significantly from her ideal. She gave me an example. 

One day people started talking por interno [internally, using Facebook’s messaging 
feature] about how someone had been accused of violent practices against women. In 
order to make it public, to funar78, a legal complaint has to be lodged, because otherwise 
you could end up getting in trouble. So in this case, we couldn’t funar, just send 
messages, so what I wrote [on my wall] was “I believe my feminist friends.”  

 

 
78 From the Mapudungún word funa meaning ‘manure’ or ‘rotten,’ a funa (funar in verb form) is a public naming 
and shaming, a practice that often took the shape of a physical gathering in the pre-Internet era, but which has now 
moved primarily online. Similar to the Argentinian concept of escrache (Cominiello 2014).  
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In the accompanying images, we 

can observe the intersubjective and 

instructive characteristics of social 

media in the context of Claudia’s 

writing. What for Claudia was 

simply an affirmation of her 

existing political commitments, for 

another trans acquaintance had a 

different valence. In 2018, the 

entire Chilean educational system 

was again undergoing a wave of 

intense protests, that year specifically framed as feminist. Chilean women—like women around 

the world in 2018—were sharing their stories of discrimination, harassment, and assault within 

the walls of supposedly “safe” academic institutions. Though Chile’s student movement is by 

now well known, most notably for the “penguin revolution79” of 2011, this year marked the first 

time that gender-based violence was not only a pillar, but in fact the main focus, of the year’s 

 
79 The “Penguin Revolution” refers to the nationwide takeover of high schoolers by Chilean students, demanding 
deep educational reforms such as free public university and the end of the country’s “particular subvensionado 
(private but funded)” system, comparable to US charter schools which offer a private education with public money. 
Both of these goals were eventually achieved, though with caveats. Because of their obligatory school uniforms, 
identifying them as secondary students, their marches were nicknamed Penguin Marches. 

I believe my feminist friends when they report violence on the part 
of me who call themselves feminists. 

I believe you. Yesss! 

And why should we believe them? 

What makes the feminists so special, that you wouldn’t 
doubt them for a second? 

We’ve constructed ourselves together, with an ethics of 
speaking the truth even if it gets lost. 

I believe my feminist friends about the violence they report from 
men who call themselves feminists. 
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education protests (Cabello et al. 

2018.) Universities across the 

country staged tomas feministas 

(feminist takeovers), including the 

elite, private Pontificate Catholic 

University of Chile80, whose 

students had not participated in a 

toma since 1986. While this was, 

on many levels, an encouraging 

turn of events, the division in the 

feminist community between 

TERFs (trans-exclusionary radical 

feminists) or “radical 

feminists/radfems,” and the part 

of the movement that had 

embraced trans rights was 

especially salient. Thus, it is not surprising that Claudia’s remark—restating an opinion that 

should not have come as a surprise to anyone who knows her—caused her friend to react 

negatively. The particular school of feminism receiving significant attention at that moment was 

one that did not recognize the existence of trans women, or their shared political goals with cis 

women. 

 
80 In the interest of transparency, I should mention here that the Anthropology Department of the Catholic 
University provided me with a research affiliation, greatly facilitating my research. 

Well, I invite you to see how radfems treat trans people so 
you can realize that feminism isn’t exactly the panacea that 
will free humanity from all oppression. Feminism has taken 
up a discourse that is far from liberatory, but rather 
oppressive. The lack of intersectionality, the inability to see 
other oppressions is turning into the nucleus of feminism and 
that, by the way, is an unmistakable sign that women are 
building a place of privilege for themselves. Separatism is 
marginalizing, essentialist, and fascist; just like the racial 
separation of European fascists. 

I don’t believe feminists, because they don’t question their 
privileges. 

You’re certainly allowed to think what you want, feminism 
isn’t the patriarchy. But Latin American feminism is clear that 
European and North American feminism are not in charge 
here. We have to shed that yoke. If you run into feminism that 
hates you, abort it, don’t say its name, don’t give it power. 
Build your feminism with authors that blow your mind, with 
your friends. Feminism gave me my own continent, a history, 
a territory that nobody can take away. Feminism allowed me 
to recognize myself in the hidden history of this country, so 
thanks to feminism, I’m a poor travesti, but I’m also a 
historian and philosopher without authorization from the first 
world and they’ll never be able to erase me. I am, before, 
now, and into eternity because feminism taught me to name 
myself before others can name me. 

Yes, maybe I complain a lot thinking about how it should be, 
instead of building something for myself. 
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 However, this example shows that even in a case where Claudia’s words reach an 

“unforeseen” audience, social media allows for debate, exchange, and education. By the end of 

this exchange, what started as a somewhat combative conversation ends with Claudia’s friend 

being motivated to build her own feminism, rather than wait for feminism to include her. 

Claudia, as a particularly formally educated travesti, occupies a role of some prestige in the 

travesti/trans community, and this is perhaps why this potentially explosive conversation took a 

much calmer turn. But something else much more important is happening in this short 

interaction. In encouraging her friend to build her own feminism, Claudia pushes her to do so 

with authors and texts that her friend finds compelling, and to do so with her friends. Here 

Claudia emphasizes the importance of personal experience and community in the creation of a 

more trans-inclusive feminism, a through line in all of Claudia’s work. For her, theory comes 

from practice, from embodying a multiply marginalized subjectivity, and not vice-versa. 

 The example above came up in a larger conversation about who controls the Chilean 

diverse/dissident movement. Claudia voiced a concern I heard from almost every trans person I 

interviewed, and one on which I wrote my M.A. thesis: the domination of the Chilean LGBTI 

movement by gay men, mostly white/criollo and from privileged backgrounds (Campbell 2014). 

She identified “a new kind of person” called a machirulo, or men (gay or straight) who “call 

themselves feminists, go to all the marches, but they’re still despots with women.” Though this 

term is used across activist spheres in Chile to designate men who are “taking up too much 

space,” in the context of the trans movement, Claudia was referring to gay male leadership of the 

country’s main LGBTI organizations, and their seemingly privileged access to the halls of 

power. 
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Confessions of an accidental machirulo 
 In an ethnographic tradition nurtured partially at Rice Anthropology, I would like to take 

a moment for some necessary reflexivity on my own positionality in this chapter. Navigating 

one’s privilege is never an easy prospect, and it becomes exponentially more difficult in a 

foreign context. When I first moved to Chile as an exchange student in 2004, North American 

tourism to the province where I lived—the Coquimbo region—was extremely sparse. Located in 

the middle north (Norte Chico) portion of the country, most residents of this region are 

mestizo/criollo, and my then white-blond hair, fair skin, and blue eyes immediately marked me 

as a foreigner. Though I sometimes bristled at being so easily identifiable, this was for the most 

part not an issue. 

 When I began to do fieldwork in Santiago in 2013, I had a markedly different experience. 

Santiago, like all metropoles, has long been much more diverse than the provinces, and in the 

last few years, instability in other parts of the region has incentivized increased migration from 

countries like Venezuela and Haiti, quickly shifting the racial makeup of the city and the 

country. In addition, Santiago’s financial district—jokingly referred to as Sanhattan because of 

its tall mirrored skyscrapers and bustling pace—has attracted immigrants from the Global North, 

who make their homes in the richer, northeast neighborhoods of Santiago. As I have mentioned 

elsewhere, due to the racialization of class in Chile, whiteness and blondness are read as de facto 

indicators of wealth and privilege which is, especially in Chile, a not entirely unfair conclusion. 

More importantly for this dissertation, they are also often indicative of political leanings, as most 
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of Chile’s upper class has historically voted for the Right, with many remaining vocally 

supportive of the Pinochet 

regime 30 years later. 

 Nonetheless, my awkward 

position as a racially marked 

(though I emphasize here, 

marked with privilege) 

anthropologist conducting 

fieldwork with some of 

Santiago’s most marginalized 

activists, I found myself 

having a constant internal 

conversation about the ethics 

of navigating activist spaces, 

especially outside the walls of 

the organizations themselves. 

I often questioned whether 

my presence as an 

ethnographer represented a net positive force for anyone but me, a thought process that forced 

me think critically about my methods and actions, and incentivized my performance of physical, 

mental, and emotional labor that was often disconnected from the theoretical project of my 

research. On several occasions, I rejected invitations to take more public-facing roles, believing 

that these should be filled instead by trans Chileans, though even this tactic was not foolproof.  

A map of the votes in Chile's recent 2020 plebiscite, in which the country voted 
overwhelmingly to overturn the Constitution written under Pinochet and write a new 
one. The richest, Northeastern boroughs were alone in voting to keep it. 
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Such was the case one evening when I accompanied a group of activists from OTD in a 

march against violence against women. The perennial critique of OTD is and has been that the 

organization is dominated by transmasculine voices, at the expense of more precarious 

transfeminine ones. Though a call had been put out on social media in order to attract 

participants, on the day of the march a group of several cis men (myself included), several trans 

men, and only two transfeminine people showed up for the march. Hyper-conscious of how this 

might look to the organization’s critics, the other cis men and I volunteered to carry the banner 

we had made as a group the day before, so that the trans people in the group could dictate the 

direction of the protest and be the face of the organization. Nonetheless, our attempt to minimize 

our public-facing role in the protest backfired—partially due to my inability camouflage my out-

of-placeness—and two trans/travesti activists who came across our group in the march quickly 

filled Facebook with funas about OTD’s machista participation in a march that was supposed to 

be about (trans) women. I had, despite my best efforts and intentions, become the machirulo. 

This was how my path would first cross with Valentina Carfulén’s, though neither of us knew it 

yet. 

Valentina  
Valentina, at the time 27 years old, was sitting, waiting for me in the Casa Central of 

Universidad de Chile, an iconic building on Santiago’s main thoroughfare, nicknamed La 

Alameda. The old yellow structure built in 1872 has historically been a flashpoint of local 

politics. At least once a year, it is taken over (en toma)—sometimes for months—by frustrated 

students demanding improvements to Chile’s extremely unequal public education system. The 

exterior walls are covered in countless layers of posters and wheat paste, and the inside of the 

building seems always to be inexplicably dark. Given the history of protests, student take overs, 

and military interventions the building has seen, it will come as no surprise that the interior of the 
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building has a shabby, almost ghostly feeling that exists in sharp contrast to the modern 

classrooms and lecture halls it houses. In the early days of my preliminary fieldwork, and despite 

my fear of heights, I accompanied activists from OTD in entering the 2016 toma to climb into 

the rickety belfries and crawlspaces of the building to hang a giant trans flag on the front of the 

building, a time-honored activist tradition. 

 Valentina was killing time before her night class at the Preuniversitario Mara Rita, 

named after friend and deceased trans activist Mara Rita Villarroel, to whom I return in the next 

chapter. Preuniversitarios (pre-universities), or Pre-Us are a rite of passage for Chilean students 

in their final years of high school. Chilean university admissions—and access to the academic 

major of one’s choice—depend almost entirely on students’ scores on the PSU81, a sort of 

Chilean SAT/ACT equilavent. A student’s score not only dictates where they can study but what 

they can study. Preuniversitarios have proliferated across the country, monetizing the “teaching 

to the test” model with a reach that would put Kaplan to shame. This particular Pre-U is housed 

in the Casa Central, is free to all participants, and caters specifically to LGBTI students like 

Valentina. Well beyond the 16 years of age at which most Chileans attend a Pre-U, Valentina’s 

presence highlighted the often precarious and sporadic nature of the educational opportunities 

afforded to trans people and travestis in Chile. 

 I had been Facebook friends with Valentina for some time, thought we had never met 

personally, as is often the case in Chile’s small LGBTI activist community. As I mentioned 

above, Valentina had in fact been one of the loudest voices in critiquing OTD for their (our) 

participation in the annual march against violence against women, the event that made me into an 

accidental machirulo. Nonetheless, we had only recently officially met in person, and because 

 
81 Lending credence to the many barriers trans youth face in Chilean society, 2019 marks the first year in which 
trans students will be able to take this test using their nombres sociales, or chosen names (DEMRE 2019). 
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the protest was massive and the resulting funa took place online, neither Valentina nor I had put 

together our shared history concerning this event until well into our interview.82  

A few weeks prior, I had met Valentina in person at the lanzamiento of her new book 

“Más mala que bonita” (More Bad than Pretty) (2018). It was presented by none other than 

Claudia Rodríguez, a friend and role model of Valentina’s. After a brief reading from another 

feminist activist, Naomi Orellana, Claudia took the microphone and began to introduce Valentina 

and her writing. Claudia and Valentina had met “around 2010” in a writing workshop. At the 

time, Valentina had not come out publicly as a travesti, though it is clear that this workshop was 

formative in helping her shape the identity she would eventually embody. As one of Claudia’s 

main forms of activism has long been her writing, as explored in the previous section, the 

evening was also an intergenerational encounter that laid bare a lineage of travesti writing of 

which Claudia is a foremother and to which Valentina now belongs. Claudia began: 

It is crucial that we [nosotras]83 travestis do something with our biographies. A 
man once told a compañera of mine, “I’m in love with everything that’s happened 
to you in life.” My friend didn’t know what to do with that. I kind of think she 
didn’t really even know what it meant, and that she was telling me to try to make 
sense out of it. And since I’m a jealous travesti [laughing], I didn’t tell her 
everything. I didn’t tell her the political power of that, of a man perceiving that 
everything that happens to us [nosotras] isn’t a total failure, but in fact through 
other eyes, through few eyes, it could be our triumph. 
 

This introduction to Valentina’s text overtly draws connections between the experiences of these 

two travestis, and hints at the commonality of those experiences among travestis in general. The 

phrase “everything that’s happened to you in life” indexes the precarity, suffering, and often 

 
82 I should be clear here that Valentina’s critique was structural in nature and targeted an organization that she 
viewed as wielding power over her life without soliciting her participation and that of people like her. The critique 
was never leveled at specific activists. When I approached Valentina about the possibility of participating in this 
project, she responded enthusiastically and was more than generous with her time, energy, and labor despite my 
being almost a total stranger to her. 
83 The use of the feminine first-person plural nosotras emphasizes that Claudia is speaking specifically about the 
experiences of her fellow travestis, rather than a more general ‘we.’ 
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death with which being a travesti in Chile is generally associated, the calle at the heart of this 

chapter. While Claudia and Valentina are separated by several decades, Claudia’s introduction to 

Valentina’s reading shows that—despite undeniable progress in some areas of LGBTI life in 

Chile—little has changed for the community’s most marginalized members. Claudia continued: 

So I just want to mention that my presentation of this book is principally from the 
perspective of travesti activism. [Valentina and I] discussed this many times in the 
workshop [where we met], the importance of our own voices, and that we have to build 
our discourse, and problematize literature with our biographies. That’s why, from that 
point of view, it makes sense that I introduce you, aborting any possibility…that I might 
be the only person who could do it. And I believe that there are lots of other trans and 
travesti compañeras who will someday present [this book] better than I can. 
 

Though it might be tempting to read these words as a sort of passing of the torch, Claudia takes 

pains to trouble the notion that she speaks with an authority that other trans women and travestis 

do not possess. For Claudia, and for Valentina, it is life experience itself—calle—that makes 

travestis experts in epistemologies that trouble dominant ways of knowing. Their biographies 

trouble the category of literature itself, producing not hard-bound, verbose memoirs or academic 

texts full of citations from far-off places. Rather, these hand photocopied, staple-bound zines are 

unconcerned with “correct” orthography, image usage rights, or even organizing text 

horizontally. The physical texts themselves, to say nothing of their content, are performative in 

both the academic (Butler 1990) and colloquial meanings of the word, replicating a certain 

travesti aesthetic while also bringing it into being, inviting the reader to experience the words 

within in a way in a way that is often uncomfortable and confusing. 

 Though they are separated by a generation, Valentina and Claudia are in some ways quite 

similar. Like Claudia, Valentina is of Mapuche descent, as her last name—Carfulén—indicates. 

Carfulén is in fact Valentina’s chosen last name, borrowed from her maternal grandmother in an 

effort to reclaim some of this identity, which was stolen from her in a story that is tragically 
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commonplace throughout the history of the colonized world. Valentina’s mother was taken from 

the south—Wallmapu as Mapuche refer to their territory—by her white father. Her mother, a 

Mapuche peasant unable to read or right, was left with little recourse to recover her daughter. 

When Valentina’s grandfather was subsequently arrested and imprisoned, her mother ended up 

in foster care. In turn, when she became pregnant, her foster parents adopted her child, Valentina. 

This legacy of the systematic kidnapping and forced adoption of Mapuche children (Monsalve 

2019) is a fundamental part of Valentina’s identity, though this was not always the case. In our 

interview, she told me: 

It wasn’t always important to me, but it became important once I…well, even before I 
started my transition, it became relevant to me that I was Mapuche. Even though I’m 
mestiza, taking that Mapuche last name was a sign of pride. I was inspired by the 
violence that my grandmother experienced. I never met her before she died. And also my 
trans activism, which made me think about other…another race that’s discriminated 
against, like the Mapuche and others. 
 

 Nonetheless, Valentina’s life has also been significantly different than Claudia’s. Though 

the circumstances of her birth were marked by precarity, she had a relatively safe, happy 

childhood with her parents, and was also able to maintain a relationship with her birth mother. 

Though she said she has always been feminine—a fact that often made her the object of derision 

in school—her life was not marked by the same governmental, economic, and social precarity as 

Claudia’s youth under Pinochet. Valentina readily recognizes this fact, and has a much more 

uneasy relationship with identifying as a travesti than Claudia. When I asked if she identified as 

a travesti, she said, laughing, 

Now I’m too higienizada84, I couldn’t categorize myself as a travesti. I’m a trans woman, 
because I’ve [conformed], I’ve had access to hormones… I walk down the street and 
people often don’t know that I’m trans, so in that way, I consider myself more trans than 

 
84 Variations of the word higienizar (to sanitize), are common among Chile’s trans and travesti, and are difficult to 
translate to English. Generally, this verb has come to mean something like “conform,” “clean oneself up,” or “sell 
out.” What Valentina means here is that no longer leads a life that is significantly different from that of a cis woman 
in Chile. 



 

 

192 

travesti currently, but I started out as a travesti, inside me there is a travesti bursting to 
come out. 
 

When I asked her to clarify what, for her, was the difference between these two nebulous and 

contested terms, she continued, 

The difference is technology, without a doubt. The technology of access to hormones, to 
pasar piola,85 which is a very heteronormative term. It’s not enough to dress [like a 
woman] anymore. You have to modify your body with hormones. Back in the day, no. 
Back then, travestis didn’t have access to surgery, so other travestis would inject them 
with industrial silicone…and a lot of them didn’t even take hormones, it was just their 
clothes and their attitude. It also has to do with the everyday experience of calle. Travesti 
and calle are synonyms.  
 

I will admit to being slightly surprised about Valentina’s resistance to a travesti identity, as it is 

so present in her writing, as we will see below. Yet her explanation makes clear that she 

understands it to be a profoundly political identity, that she can no longer ethically claim, 

precisely because calle is part of her biography. Though her writing is clearly indebted to 

Claudia’s work in a variety of ways, she sees their projects as fundamentally different. 

Claudia writes, and she calls herself more than a writer an activist. Claudia is an activist 
who has been able to achieve what she has, because she has calle. She has a calle 
perspective that legitimates her completely. I have calle, but I don’t have the same calle 
as Claudia. So I feel more like a writer than an activist. I try to do activism as much as I 
can, but I consider myself more a writer than an activist. But I also agree with Claudia 
that the travestis are the ones on the front lines, the ones who give us something to say. 
You can’t write if you don’t have calle. 
 

“What does calle mean to you?” I asked. “Is it just about having worked on the streets?” 

“It’s more than that,” she replied. “It’s more than just having worked on the streets; it’s about 

having suffered. Your battle scars are part of your biography.” 

 

 
85 Piola is another slippery Chilean word, meaning tranquil or—in this case—unnoticed. Pasar piola is not used 
exclusively in the Chilean diverse/dissident community, but their specific usage is analogous to the English 
“passing.” The origin of the word piola is unclear, though it seems to be related to the word pihuela, the rope used to 
hogtie an animal, possibly referring to the subdued state of the bound animal (Palabra de Chile 2014).  
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Politically Travesti 

 

 

These four lines, printed in the center of 

an otherwise blank page in Valentina’s book, 

bear a striking resemblance to Claudia’s 

discurso travesti. Though Valentina may no 

longer identify as a travesti, she describes 

herself as “politically travesti,” as her writing 

makes clear. She views writing—and the ability 

to write—as politically subversive precisely 

because of its rarity among travestis. But her 

words also index a history that is at once 

knowable and abstract, tracing a lineage between 

her subjectivity as a writer and activist and all 

those travestis whose voices have been silenced 

by forms of state and social violence that often prevent queer youth from receiving formal 

education. In our interview, she reverently referred to travestis several times as “our ancestors,” 

Creating a space of resistance in this patriarchy 
that crushes us before being a trans woman I am 
politically a travesti I write and speak from my 
defeat against a system but here we are making 
noise even sweetly. Kisses. 

Escribo porque no debería hacerlo 
 
he aprendido el lenguaje de las calles 
 
escribo porque a muchas no nos enseñaron 
 
y nos echaron precoces 
  

I write because I shouldn’t 
 
I’ve learned the language of the streets 
 
I write because many of us were never 
taught how 
 
and we were kicked out too soon. 
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demonstrating an appreciation for those who have come before her that is evident across her 

writing and, unsurprisingly, her biography. 

As discussed above, Valentina’s current subjectivity has been marked in particular ways 

by those who came before her. Denied the possibility of a relationship with her Mapuche 

grandmother, and raised in a non-Mapuche home, she has only recently been able to reconnect 

with this heritage, a process of redefinition of her subjectivity that is both ongoing and 

inextricably interwoven with her coming into her own as a trans women. The cover of her book 

depicts La Cicciolina—a platinum-blonde, Hungarian-Italian porn star popular in Chile in the 

late 70’s and 80’s—nude, with her eyes scratched out and holding a python. La Cicciolina is at 

once the heroine and foil of Valentina’s book, representing an ideal of beauty that is both 

enticing and unavailable to Valentina. She embodies everything society wants to Valentina to be, 

while underscoring the disgust we are nonetheless asked to feel toward a pornstar who, though 

undeniably a household name, can only be spoken of in hushed tones. Though not a travesti, 

Valentina understands la Cicciolina as one more victim of the unachievable expectations and 

inherent double standards of the patriarchy. This same catch-22 is what initially caused Valentina 

to resist her gender identity.  

As a teenager, like many of my interlocutors, she began to experiment on Facebook, 

posting selfies wearing wigs, and meeting up with men who were interested in travestis, though 

offline she continued to live as a “double life” (as she called it) as a gay man. Like Claudia, as 

she began to tentatively feel out the community, she was welcomed by several travestis and trans 

women who ran the bingo nights in her nieghborhood and invited her to perform. She 

acknowledges one of them, Kassandra, as her “artistic mother” in the dedication of her book. 

Here we see again the importance of the intergenerational transference of knowledge for young 
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travestis and diverse/dissident youth more generally. These women showed Valentina the ropes, 

allowing her to learn from their experience, from their pain, from their calle. It was through these 

experiences of intergenerational exchange, as well as her own experiences of calle as she began 

to explore the world of her travesti friends, that Valentina came to a deeper appreciation of both 

the joys and dangers of embodying this subjectivity on the streets of Santiago.  

These experiences, some her own, others based on the experiences of other travestis, fill 

the pages of Valentina’s book. Unlike Claudia’s publications—which demonstrate the cut and 

paste aesthetic of “zines,” Valentina’s is a book of poetry in a rather traditional sense. Though 

the content of the poems is perhaps unexpected for new readers, the format is approachable, 

familiar. Valentina is at once the narrator and strangely absent, and she vacillates between poems 

that very clearly align with her particular biography, texts that clearly represent a certain level of 

creative license, and pieces in which “La Cicciolina” is directed invoked as a character in the 

narrator’s life. The handmade character of Valentina and Claudia’s publications belies a rich and 

complex writing style that is often purposefully opaque, challenging the reader to work to 

understand the underlying message. This is especially noteworthy given the importance of 

personal experience, of calle, in the creation of these narratives. To some extent, this often 

dizzying prose invites the reader into the chaos of the street, providing a partial glimpse of the 

realities of calle that are otherwise known only to those who experience them. 

Similarly, Valentina has taken these experiences on in addition to her own. She feels a 

responsbility to honor her “ancestors,” and the sacrifices they made so that her experience in the 

calle might be slightly better than their own. It will by now come as no surprise that for 

Valentina, acts of consciousness raising often take written form, and she regularly uses social 
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media in a attempt to reach people who might otherwise never be exposed to a reality so 

different from their own. 

Setting the record “straight” 
  In early 2019, well-known Chilean actor Héctor Morales made headlines after publicly 

acknowledging his relationship with Colombian-born Helénia Melán, a trans model. Predictably, 

this inspired both shows of support and overt hatespeech on social media, causing Helénia to 

take to social media herself, to clarify that there is a difference between travestis and trans 

women. In short, she explained that while travestis experiment with clothing and identity, to be 

trans is simple “to be.” Helénia’s understanding of travesti aligns more closely with what many 

Chileans—especially those within the LGBTI community—would now call a transformista (a 

crossdresser or drag queen). That is, a person who ultimately understands himself to be a man, 

who also experiments with femininity. Because these terms are always in flux, and because the 

exact meaning of travesti varies throughout Latin America, Helénia’s definitions are 

understandable, if outdated. However, what is far more interesting is her statement, later in the 

short video, that calling a trans woman a travesti invisibilizes her identity (pasa a llevar su 

identidad). Though she is careful to clarify that there is nothing wrong with either category, and 

that they are simply different, the marginalization of travestis within the larger Latin American 

trans community is indicative of race- and class-based forms of discrimination that posit a trans 

subjectivity as inherently superior to that of a travesti. To call a trans woman in Chile a travesti 

is to imply calle where none (or little) exists: to effectively label someone as poor, racialized, 

uneducated, and engaged in sex work.  
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In response to this short video, Valentina 

felt the need to set the record straight. In the 

accompanying post, Valentina insists on travesti 

as not only an identity, but a set of experiences 

that form a particular political subjectivity, often 

fighting for the rights of the same people who 

contribute to their marginalization within the 

community.   

In this moment, Valentina’s cumulative 

experience of calle—both her own and those 

passed down to her—becomes a tool not only for 

the education of cis people, but also for a 

generation of trans women who have grown up in 

slightly better circumstances than the travestis of Claudia’s generation. Many, though certainly 

not all, are able to finish high school and access higher education; there are now a number of 

trans/travesti groups in Santiago and thoughout Chile, some of which specifically concentrate 

their support on youth; and they are now, at least on paper, entitled to protection under anti-

discrimination and gender identity laws, passed in 2012 and 2018, respectively. Yet it is 

precisely these incremental changes that have allowed younger generations of trans people in 

Chile to ignore the history of these advances, forgetting about the countless travestis who lived 

and died under a harsh military regime, and those who came and went before they even had a 

name to call themselves. Thus Valentina’s Facebook page—in this case, in conversation with 

Helénia’s post—serves much the same function as her book of poetry. It sheds light on histories 

People think being a travesti is just dressing up like a 
woman and trans women of my generation think the 
same thing, and there are trans women who never even 
heard that term, and who never had to go out on the 
street and prostitute themselves and they never had to 
inject themselves with silicone to have bigger butts and 
tits that will slowly start to rot over the years. And I 
didn’t have to either, but my travesti friends did, and I 
respect the fight of those who fought even putting their 
own lives at risk because back then nobody was called 
trans. Call yourself trans or whatever you want. But the 
actual revolutionary act will be love for a travesti 
looking into the face of a country that wears its desire 
on its sleeve for that body that many have touch and 
murdered in secret, for that excessive body filled with 
stories. 
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that are often rendered invisible both in mainstream Chilean society and within the LGBTI 

community, providing a corrective both for Helénia, her followers, and Valentina’s own online 

community. For Valentina, Helénia simply cannot be trans without the existence of travestis, 

both metaphorically and literally. 

Claudia and Valentina represent two stories of trans women/travestis who have leveraged 

the inherent sociality of calle for the purposes of both collective and individual identity 

formation, allowing them to “find their voices,” voices that are at once their own and 

representative of a thousand stories of calle archived in their minds and bodies, passed down 

from those who can no longer tell their own stories, and those still living who lack the means and 

skills necessary to make those experiences legible to a wider audience. Thus calle is revealed as 

a simultaneously individual and collective phenomenon, whose intersubjective nature is laid bare 

and facilitated by its presence and negotiation on social media. Moreover, it becomes a shorthand 

for coloniality, indexing the multiple, intersecting forms of violence that mark many travesti 

lives as a result of their non-normative status in relation to colonially imposed norms. However, 

it is important to remember that calle also represents a physical space—the street—and that the 

history of its usage by travestis indexes the reality that many trans women and travestis in Chile 

engage, or have engaged, in sex work, for subsistence, out of personal desire, or some 

combination of the two. 

The limits of calle 
 Pilar Apablaza goes by many names, sometimes to the point of confusing her friends and 

acquaintances. Though I have always referred to her as Pilar, the name with which she 

introduced herself to me, friends and acquaintances who have known her longer also refer to her 

as Miranda or Aneth, or some combination of the three. I met Pilar in the reception area of the 

Ex-Congress building in the center of Santiago, where members of the committee charged with 
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shaping the final language of the eventual Gender Identity Law would often meet, in sessions 

that were marginally open to the public but were generally standing room only. The number of 

activists far outnumbered the diputados (similar to a US Congressional Representative) as we 

clamored for seats, leaned against walls, or blocked the narrow hallways of the gilded, neo-

Classical building. 

 “Congress days” were always a strange mixture of joy, optimism, frustration, and rage. 

Along with activists from Santiago’s most notable LGBTI organizations, temporarily united by a 

common cause, these sessions drew legions of Evangelical activists—cis women almost in their 

entirety—who had made strategic alliances with right-wing politicans that often meant they were 

allowed to speak with much more frequency than the trans activists present. They united under 

the banner of “children’s rights,” claiming that their issue was not with “gay people” (a group 

they consistenly confused with trans people), but with the “indoctrination” of children with the 

nefarious and nebulous “gender identity,” discussed in Chapter 3. As we sometimes had to wait 

several hours before being let into the sessions, strange forms of sociality emerged among the 

groups. LGBTI activists holding decades-long grudges were forced to join forces in defending 

themselves from the attacks leveled at them by the Evangelical activists, who generally 

fundamentally misunderstood the purpose of the proposed law.  

 It was in this climate of a polarized “us vs. them” narrative that I was finally able to make 

connections to trans activists outside OTD. Having already worked with OTD for several years, I 

had become a known entity to the activist community, even if I didn’t know everyone personally. 

However, my association with OTD was somewhat of a hinderance to making inroads with other 

organizations, who felt that OTD—as the most male-dominant and politically connected trans 

organization in the city—had achieved this status at the expense of organizations catering 
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specifically to trans women and travestis, whose femininity and reputation as sex workers 

putatively rendered them less ideal candidates for interactions with conservative politicians. 

Once such group was the Corporación Chilena de Personas Trans Amanda Jofré (Chilean 

Corporation of Trans People Amanda Jofré), an NGO linked to a sex-workers’ union of the same 

name. At the time, Pilar belonged to this group—working as its historian and archivist—and over 

our many weeks together at Congress, we came to be fast friends, despite my initial nervousness 

about the reaction that the dynamic between her organization and OTD might provoke.  

 Pilar’s story in some ways coincides with those of Claudia and Valentina, and in other 

ways is quite unique. Born in 1983 and raised in Valparaíso, the bustling port city located about 

an hour and half’s drive from Santiago, Pilar had a relatively “traditional” upbringing. She grew 

up in a two parent home with an older brother and “was lucky enough to finish high school,” an 

achievement that was often impossible for diverse/dissident youth in Chile, especially at the 

time. Though she was born and raised in Valparaíso, the historic home of all things in trans in 

Chile due to the presence of the Van Buren hospital mentioned in Chapter 3, she did not begin to 

understand or explore her gender identity until after finishing high school. She attributes this 

largely to a lack of trans roles models, demonstrating the often clandestine nature of the trans and 

diverse/dissident worlds, even in a relatively open context like Valparaíso.  

 Like Claudia, it was a gay teacher who first suggested to Pilar that her feelings of 

difference might be related to her sexuality, after coming out to her himself. After an initial 

period of sadness and shock, Pilar went with this teacher to the Valparaíso chapter of Acción 

Gay, one of the country’s oldest LGBTI organizations (Campbell 2014). 

But I figured out that I didn’t belong, and the others also realized that I wasn’t gay! In 
fact it was that same year that Amanda died, which was in late 2002. So the president [of 
AcciónGay] at the time says to me, “You know what? Today a bunch of compañeras are 
coming on a packed bus from Santiago, and they’re going to send off the compañera 
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[Amanda] because they buried her in the Santa Inés Cemetary86,” beause I guess she was 
from there. And that was the first time I met the girls, and I haven’t left them since.87 
 

The Amanda in Pilar’s story is Amanda Jofré Cerda, whose murder I explored in depth in 

Chapter 2, and namesake of the organization where Pilar worked at the time. I will return to the 

controversial circumstances of Amanda’s death and the impact of her death on the nascent trans 

movement in Chapter 5. For the purposes of this chapter, however, her funeral is the context in 

which Pilar first began to encajar, or fit in. 

 In the ensuing months, Pilar traveled to the southern city of Concepción at the invitation 

of her mamá travesti (travesti mother), one of the women she had met at the cemetary. There she 

underwent a travesti crash course; in her words “it was almost like a school field trip (un paseo 

de curso), being with the girls, making money, being independent…” Hearing this, I asked Pilar, 

“so you started off in sex work right away then?” “Right away,” she responded.  

“One, because I had to survive somehow. I mean my mom was not going to finance this 
new life as a woman, and I had just finished high school. But the other thing was that I 
needed to be with my peers, and unfortunately, at that time, where were my peers? Well, 
they weren’t on TV, in the movies, practicing medicine…they were puteando in the 
street.” 
 

These early experiences were formative for Pilar, and serve as a reminder that the origin of the 

idiomatic meaning of calle is rooted in the realities of precarity and sex work experienced by 

many travestis. Interestingly, Pilar does not frame her initial choice to engage in sex work as one 

that was motivated by external pressure, nor a particular political stance on the subject. For her, a 

young person who had only recently graduated high school, the street was the place where she 

could find people like her—her “peers”—and sex work was the condition for entry into this 

 
86 A cemetary located in Viña del Mar, a city that is now physically indistinguishable from Valparaíso, though it is 
generally considered to be the more picturesque, affluent city of the two. 
87 It should be noted that shortly after I finished my fieldwork, Pilar left this organization because of differences at 
the organizational level. 
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community. While I in no way mean to diminish the financial necessities Pilar was facing, her 

narration of these events makes clear that these concerns were secondary; she was, after all, from 

a supportive and stable family to which she could return. For her, calle meant sex work 

undoubtedly, but more importantly, it meant community and the construction of a new 

subjectivity in relation to those of her new peers. 

 Nonetheless, as Pilar made abundantly clear, this situation is in her words “unfortunate.” 

The dangers of being a trans or travesti sex worker in Chile, where sex work is illegal, should not 

be overlooked. Pilar explained, “The vast majority of my compañeras began (sex) work a 12, 13, 

14 years old, and many of them had been kicked out by their parents, rejected, some of them 

raped, many of them ended up in the SENAME. And the majority of them haven’t even finished 

8th grade, let alone high school.” The Sindicato Amanda Jofré has proposed a zona de resguardo 

or a “safety zone,” in which sex workers could practice their trade in more secure conditions: 

sufficient street lighting and access to restroom facilities top the list. Unfortunately, this project 

has not generated great interest at the governmental level, and thus has not advanced. Social 

media has allowed sex workers to take more control over the conditions of their labor, decreasing 

the likelihood that they will suffer violence at the hands of clients or the police (Ryan 2016). 

This is certainly the case for some sex workers in Chile, who now meet clients and schedule 

dates on a variety of online platforms. Pilar gave me the example of a friend of hers whom I had 

not met, Cami. 

Cami doesn’t work in the calle because she had a lot of bad experiences, so she only 
works through the Internet…Cami posts her ads on a page that’s called RedTransChile 
which is really expensive, I think it costs 160 lucas88 or something like that. She’s the 
only one I know, everyone else is just in the calle, old school. 

 

 
88 160,000 Chilean pesos (CLP), at the time of our interview equivalent to roughly $300 USD. 
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Given the recent discourse around sex work platforms in the United States inspired by the 

shuttering of BackPage.com, I was quite surprised to hear Pilar—a person whose job and 

activism involved working with and for trans and travesti sex workers—express that Cami was 

the only one of her acquaintances working online. Though the particular website she mentions 

clearly presents financial obstacles for most sex workers, I assumed that these same transactions 

would be prevalent on social networking sites like Facebook, as well as dating apps like Grindr 

and Tinder, none of which require payment. However, Pilar explained that despite the many 

drawbacks of calle-based sex work, social media was not the panacea it is sometimes painted as. 

Listing yourself to work from your house makes you a slave to it (es tremendamente 
esclavizante). If you’re thinking about going out, running errands, going shopping, you 
really shouldn’t go anywhere further than half an hour away, because men usually call 
you when they’re already outside your house waiting. Or they ask you if you’re working 
right now, and you say yes, but come in two hours: the guy just doesn’t come. Because a 
man’s libido (calentura) is like this *snaps fingers.* He gets it up and says, ‘OK, I’m 
gonna go find a girl.’ I don’t like it. 
 

Paradoxically, though online-mediated sex work might seem to offer sex workers more 

independence, sex work appears to be have become one more on-demand service for which 

clients are no longer willing to wait.  

 Though I had not anticipated this turn in our interview, I was nonetheless curious about 

this unforeseen wrinkle, so as I wrapped up my questions, I asked Pilar trepidatiously, “don’t you 

ever get scared that something could happen to you?” She laughed and responded, “Yo ya le 

perdí el miedo al miedo.” I’ve lost my fear of fear.  

Actually when I first started in activism I was much more scared of speaking in public 
[than of sex work.] But fear of the calle? I lost that a long time ago. In fact, when I go out 
I don’t even carry scissors, or a boxcutter, or pepper spray. I go out with nothing but faith 
that I’m going to do well and that the universe will protect me. That and being 
responsible. I don’t drink [when I go out]—but, I don’t want to shame my compañeras 
who do, because sometimes they do it to stay warm, but there are others who abuse it and 
just do it to get drunk. But for me, one measure that I take is to always remain lucid, 
because when you’re lucid you can tell if a guy has bad intentions, and that can help you 
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save your life… Yes, it’s a lot riskier, it’s looked down upon, it has a whole bunch of 
drawbacks, but it’s much freer. For me, you can’t put a price on freedom. 
 

Pilar is no longer afraid of the calle precisely because she feels she knows how to navigate its 

dangers. Through both her own lived experience and the stories passed down to her by more 

experienced travestis and sex workers, she has learned the ropes, so to speak. Her compañeras 

over the years have helped her learn from their experiences, just as she now does for others 

through her activism. Though she no longer does so, she references timeless strategies for self-

defense, such as a carrying a weapon and refusing to consume alcohol while working, that are 

undoubtedly informed by the close calls, abuses, and deaths of those who came before her. 

Conclusion 
When calle is at its most literal—that is when it represents a physical street on which sex 

work occurs—the potential conveniences and affordances of social media and Internet 

connectivity cease to matter. Ultimately, these digital communications must necessarily result in 

physical contact, in embodied experiences that may be put into words but can never be fully 

communicated, but rather must be lived. Thus while social media has undoubtedly created an 

archive of calle, a historical repository of living knowledge important to the livelihood and 

safety of many travestis, it is never fully disarticulated from embodied experience. Despite 

Pilar’s relatively more privileged upbringing in relation to Claudia and Valentina, the 

overdetermination of her travesti body as inherently marginalized has ultimately not spared her 

the experiences of calle experienced by her compañeras. 

 Calle represents the distillation of coloniality—the enduring aftereffects of colonialism in 

post-colonial spaces and bodies—on perhaps the most non-normative bodies in Chile. Travesti 

subjectivity violates imposed colonial standards of masculinity and femininity, race and 

ethnicity, and social class, with calle as the both the result and archive of these violations. 
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Nonetheless calle, especially online, also represents a repertoire of survival tactics for non-

normative subjects in post-colonial spaces. Calle is in this way both symptom and cure, produced 

by and constantly contesting the “coloniality of being” (Maldonado-Torres 2007). The three 

different examples explored in this chapter make clear that, despite individual life circumstances, 

the overdetermination of travesti subjectivity in the public imaginary as inherently ‘other’ binds 

travestis of a variety of backgrounds together through their mutual experiences of calle. 

 Experiences of calle contribute to the precarization of trans and travesti lives both 

systemically—denying them basic rights like suffrage, education, and healthcare—and in more 

direct ways, contributing to a life expectancy that estimated at about half that of a cis person. In 

the final chapter, I explore how social media has adopted and expanded traditional Chilean 

practices of mourning through the figure of the animita, informal roadside shrines erected at the 

location of particularly tragic deaths. I propose the networked animita as a way to understand the 

digital afterlife of the deceased, through the example of the death and subsequent legacy of one 

interlocutor, arguing that this framework allows for the renegotiation of both deceased and 

mourner subjectivities through interactions with both the animita and fellow mourners. 
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-Mara Rita, Trópico mío (2015) 

Chapter 5 - Animita: Networked Mourning and Resubjectification  

On the evening of April 19, 2016, as I cleaned up after dinner in my garage apartment in 

Houston’s Montrose neighborhood, my phone buzzed with the familiar sound of a new 

WhatsApp notification. Since at that point, before longterm fieldwork, I largely used WhatsApp 

to keep up with OTD’s virtual Grupo de encuentro (meeting group)—a space that was seemingly 

always active, oscillating between important messages, programming information, and casual 

unstructured conversation—I did not initially pay it much mind, making a mental note to check 

the message later. However, as my phone continued to buzz incessantly, I opened up the app on 

my phone, selected the appropriate thread, and was greeted by the following message, sent by 

then-Vice President of OTD, Franco Fuica.  

 

 

 

URGENT AND SENSITIVE INFORMATION 
 
Dear (querides) participants of OTD Chile. 
 
I write you to communicate that Mara Rita, who has lent support many times for the grupo de 
encuentro and who helped to found it, had a cerebral incident a few hours ago. She is in 
extremely critical condition, and the doctors tell us that it is probable that she will leave us 
today. 
 
At this time she is in the El Salvador hospital in the ICU. 
 
There are several members (socixs) keeping her comfortable and supporting her boyfriend 
Vicente, who is also part of our grupo de encuentro. 

LXXI 
  
Yo toda soy innegable  
Yo toda soy verdad  
Yo toda soy líquido  
 
LXXII  
 
Todos somos líquido  
Todos escurrimos en el colapso  
Todos somos insuprimibles  
 
LXXIII  
 
El líquido yo se cristaliza  
Muchos rayos láser nos quiebran  
Sólo soy muchos fragmentos dispersos 
  

LXXI 
 
My whole self is undeniable 
My whole self is truth 
My whole self is liquid 
 
LXXII 
 
We are all liquid 
We all run from collapse 
We are all irrepressible  
 
LXXIII 
 
My liquid self crystalizes 
We are broken by laser beams 
I am only many scattered fragments 
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Mara Rita Villaroel Oñate, trans activist, poet, author, educator, interlocutor, and friend would 

die a short time later at the age of just 24. 

 My relationship with Mara was still, unfortunately, in its infancy at the time of her 

passing. Though I always looked forward to seeing her, and would often chat with her at weekly 

OTD events like the grupo de encuentro, at this point in my research I was still engaged in short 

term fieldwork, meaning I was never in the country for more than 8 weeks at a time. In fact, I 

had never even sat for a formal interview with her, foolishly assuming I would have other 

opportunities to do so. However, Mara was magnetic, and had the ability to put new 

acquaintances at ease. Every time we saw each other, she would great me with a “Hola, hombre 

blanco” (Hello, white man), a joke meant to address the inherent strangeness of my ethnographic 

endeavor, as well as the legacy of colonialism at its core. In this small way, Mara simultaneously 

acknowledged the awkwardness of my presence, and tacitly invited me in through humor, 

allowing me to be “in on the joke.” After her death, my relationship with Mara—like so many 

people—continued to grow and change. This was due to two main reasons. 

 First, I happen to have become good friends with Mara’s primary group of friends, all of 

whom met at OTD, but no longer work with the organization: Vicente, a trans man who had by 

that point become Mara’s boyfriend; Noah, a trans masculine non-binary person who figures 

prominently in Chapter 1; and Daniela, a cis woman who served as the treasurer of the 

organization when I first arrived, and who had since begun a relationship with Noah that 

continues to the time of writing. My closeness with this group—including weekly late-night 

karaoke parties at Daniela and Noah’s house in Lo Prado—and the timing of Mara’s death, a 
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month or so before I began my next round of fieldwork, meant that Mara’s memory and presence 

were never far away during my fieldwork, despite her physical absence. Simply spending time 

with her friends during their grieving process had the effect of conjuring her presence, and over 

the ensuing years, she remained a real presence when they were all together. 

Second, in the days and weeks following 

her death, Mara’s Facebook account—under the 

pseudonym “Nîema Ebony” for reasons I will 

explore shortly—continued to generate content, 

resulting in queer moments of digital resurrection 

as Mara’s friends and followers continued to 

receive notifications, seemingly from the recently deceased Mara. At first, Mara’s profile—

maintained active by her sister Lucía89—was simply the easiest way to spread news about Mara’s 

death to her contacts and friends. As funeral and wake arrangements were made, Lucía took 

advantage of Mara’s existing social media networks to spread this information in the most direct 

way she could think of: from Mara’s profile. 

 Even so, Mara’s profile continued to post content well after her wake and funeral had 

passed. Mara had been involved in a variety of projects—documentaries, TV shows, the LGBTI-

focused pre-university that now bears her name, and a forthcoming second book—and Lucía 

 
89 Though most of the names in this dissertation are real, I have given Mara’s sister a pseudonym to provide her 
some degree of agency in choosing her level of participation in the ongoing conversation about her sister’s death. 

This is Lucía, Mara’s sister. She left us at 13:25 for a better 
world, thank you all for your affection. 

A photo from Mara's wall providing details of her funeral 
procession and burial 
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continued to post updates on these and other Mara-related news stories, not on Mara’s timeline 

from Lucía’s own account, but seemingly as Mara. While this was undoubtedly a cathartic act 

on the part of Lucía, the continued reactivation of Mara’s profile across her virtual circles—

triggering notifications with each update—became disconcerting, and Mara’s friends eventually 

spoke with her about discontinuing this practice, which she did. 

 This is not to say that Mara’s Facebook profile died with her. As with so many deaths in 

the digital age, Mara’s Facebook wall became a sort of digital memorial, on which friends, loved 

ones, and admirers could share memories of Mara and her work, especially each year on the 

anniversary of her death. Interestingly, Mara’s family has not as yet taken advantage of 

Facebook’s “memorialization” option, allowing the profile to remain active while 

communicating clearly to the public that the owner of the profile is deceased and limiting the 

ability to add new content to the account. Rather, to fully understand that Mara has passed, one 

must peruse the content of her profile—now dominated by nostalgic photos, memories, and 

direct communication with “Mara” wherever she may be—in order to grasp that the owner of 

this particular profile is no longer among the living. While I suspect that the choice not to 

memorialize Mara’s profile is largely due to a simple lack of familiarity with the feature, her 

profile’s current ambiguity—and the posts and images it has come to house after her death—is 

also indicative of a shift of traditional Chilean practices of mourning into the digital sphere. 
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 Specifically, the ritualized practices of mourning, collective memory, and direct 

communication with the deceased in evidence on Mara’s Facebook wall are strikingly similar to 

the practices surrounding animitas, small church-like structures erected at the sites of untimely or 

tragic deaths (e.g. on the side of a highway marking an accident). Animitas hold a particular 

place in Chilean folk belief—the origins 

of which are explored in the next 

section—though there are variations on 

the practice throughout Latin America 

(Lira Latuz 2016b, 2016a). Animitas are 

usually erected and maintained by family 

members and friends of the deceased, 

adorned with photos, cherished 

possessions, flowers, and letters. 

However, in many cases, these animitas take on a life of their own, transforming the deceased 

into a folk saint—to whom prayers, offerings, and pleas for intercessions (mandas) can be 

offered—often at the cost of effacing the specificities of the life originally being commemorated.  

 Nonetheless, despite its seemingly overwhelming Catholic nature, the animita is at once a 

religious and secular figure in Chilean society. That is, due to the ever-present cultural 

Catholicism of most Chileans, animitas often display religious aesthetics regardless of the 

individual religious beliefs of the deceased person in question. Thus it is not uncommon to see 

stuffed animals, fútbol paraphernalia, photos of pop culture figures, and other seemingly non-

religious symbols inside and adorning the undeniably church-shaped structures. This is because 

the primary functions of the animita are a mixture of commemoration and communication (Readi 

A traditional animita, adorned with saints, flowers, and a cigarette for 
the deceased. Ciberprofe / CC BY-SA 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0) 
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Garrido 2016). That is, like “ghost bikes” across the US (Costantini 2019; Jain 2007), part of 

what the animita does is simply mark the location of a tragic or unexpected death, as both 

commemoration and warning to others (Dobler 2011). But animitas, as I gesture to above, are 

also spaces of communication both with and about the dead. They provide a physical location 

outside the cemetery—the traditional location of the actual remains of the deceased—at which 

friends, loved ones, and well-wishers can gather with their communities to remember the 

deceased.  

The animita also represents a space of direct communication with the deceased. In the 

case of folk saints, people come from far and wide to make offerings in exchange for 

intercessions (Urrutia Steinert and Valenzuela Carvallo 2019), but even at animitas only 

frequented by immediate family and friends, the spaces function socially as a sort of conduit 

between the living and the dead. Beyond the aesthetic variations in decorations and 

embellishments that make each animita unique to its subject, animitas are often papered with 

letters from loved ones to the deceased, despite the usual existence of an actual burial marker 

where these letters might also reside. Thus they also preserve a dynamic relation of care between 

the deceased and the living (Stevenson 2014; Borneman 2001), one of making sure that—even in 

death—the deceased is happy and cared for.  Though animitas are generally built and maintained 

by friends and family members, they exist unsurveilled in public spaces, which in some cases 

leads the conversion of the deceased in question into a sort of folk saint. As this happens, 

animitas become increasingly open to the public, housing gifts and offerings from passersby, 

much like a Catholic shrine.  

 In this chapter, I argue that for Chile’s trans community, social media functions as what I 

have termed a “networked animita.” I understand the networked animita as the assemblage of 
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social media profiles, posts, pages, content, and media that linked thematically by a particular 

death, and often literally linked through their underlying code. As I will explore in this chapter, 

the networked animita fulfills three main functions. First, it motivates and hosts a collective 

resubjectification of the dead— the process of debating and solidifying the life and legacy of the 

deceased —a process fraught with contradictions and disagreements. Second, interaction with 

the networked animita facilitates the creation of new mourner subjectivities, as the grieving 

negotiate and renegotiate their relationships to the deceased, their death, and death in general 

through interactions both “with the deceased”—for example commemorative posts written on the 

deceased’s profile—as well as interactions with other mourners. Finally, the networked animita 

problematizes linear understandings of mortality and time itself, giving rise to a liminal 

temporality in which the deceased is simultaneously understood as both present and absent, 

facilitating forms of direct communication that paradoxically hinge of the death of the person in 

question.      

The Animita in Context 
 The word animita is a diminutive form of ánima, an old Spanish word meaning ‘soul,’ 

itself from the Greek for ‘breath.’ This etymology is itself indicative of the relationship between 

the deceased, the animita, and the grave. As mentioned above, animitas are usually erected in 

response to particularly tragic, sudden, or untimely deaths that occur in physical locations that 

can be easily marked. Historically, this is because of a common belief that the souls of people 

who have died in this manner remain temporarily trapped between the worlds of the living and 

the dead and should be kept company. While the grave is where the body is laid to rest, the 

animita is where the soul—the breath—of the deceased resides. The animita does not constitute 

the deceased as somehow still alive; rather, it stands as an irrefutable testament to both their life 

and their death (Verdery 2000), offering a conduit of communication that at once connects and 
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neatly separates the living and dead, positioning the deceased simultaneously in a liminal 

position between both realms (Turner 1974). Claudia Lira Latuz (2016b) argues that physical 

animitas function to anchor the deceased in the place of their death, begging the question of the 

‘where’ of the virtual animita, a question I will return to below.  

 The animita must also be understood as a crystallization of cultural and religious 

syncretism resulting from centuries of Spanish colonization. It forms part of a spectrum of pre-

conquista mourning practices—which framed death as the transition to another state of being 

rather than an end point—that seek to “make the deceased into an ancestor” who will come to 

mediate relations between the physical and spiritual planes (Readi Garrido 2016). Ultimately the 

physical form of the animita itself stands as an archive of colonial syncretism, couching elements 

of Andean ancestor worship within the now-familiar, colonial form of the physical Catholic 

church.  

Nonetheless, despite its seeming inextricability from Catholicism, the animita’s 

connection to organized religion is as varied as that of the Chilean people. Ostensibly a Catholic 

country, Chileans on the whole do not regularly attend mass nor follow the edicts of the Catholic 

church, preferring instead a more syncretic, Latin American understanding of their relationship 

with the Christian divine, made up of cults of saint worship, death anniversary masses, and folk 

saints. Still other Chileans either actively reject Catholicism or feel no particular affinity to it. A 

recent study by Latinobarómetro showed that between 2007 and 2017, the percentage of 

Chileans who self-identified as Catholics fell from 73% to 45%. Nonetheless, the tradition of the 

animita seems in no danger of disappearing, indicating a spiritual orientation that has less to do 

with theism and more with an understanding that the boundaries between life and death are 
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blurrier than organized Catholicism recognizes, and that the death of the physical body and 

social death are far from synonymous (Wool 2015.) 

 Thus while the animita is undoubtedly rooted in a history of formal and informal 

religious systems, syncretism, and colonization, I would caution against viewing the modern 

animita as particularly ‘religious’ in nature, though examples of overtly religious animitas 

abound. Rather, I understand it here as a collection of both conscious and unconscious, 

institutionalized, religious, and folk beliefs about mortality, coupled with an affective attachment 

to a particular deceased person, that are revealed and made manifest in the construction and 

maintenance of these informal structures. 

 In relation to the deceased person themselves, Luis Bahamondes González argues that the 

animita fulfills four main functions. The first is the function of knowledge (saber), in which the 

animita serves “as a mediating agent between the sacred world and the profane world.” Second 

are identitarian functions, which create a tentative group subjectivity around the animita “within 

a cultural system closer and more faithful to their customs. Third, he lists “orientation functions” 

or the informally agreed upon codes of conduct at the animita: in which ways will offering be 

given? In which ways will intercessions be repaid? Finally, he refers to the “justifying functions” 

of the animita, in which the subject of a given animita is somehow framed as worthy of this 

practice in contrast to others (Bahamondes González 2016), often as the subject of the animita 

passes into folk saint status (Urrutia Steinert and Valenzuela Carvallo 2019).  

Resubjectification and the Animita 
 Though the animita—a physical and physically bounded structure—seems in many ways 

antithetical to the seeming digital boundlessness and placelessness of death and mourning on 

social media, the two technologies are in many important ways quite similar. As I began to 

explore above, the animita fulfills memorial, social, and communicative functions, all of which 
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find analogues in the digital sphere. These unassuming structures anchor both death and the 

deceased in a specific, physical location. While in the case of the physical animita, this is 

generally the place where the death actually occurred, the assemblage of the deceased’s social 

media accounts, related accounts, and their content—anchored in the Facebook profile of the 

deceased—represent a similarly stable online “location” at and on which public mourning can 

take place. Also similar to the physical animita, Facebook profiles provide both a context for 

community mourning as well as a space in which communication “with the dead” is normalized 

and sanctioned (Church 2013; Kasket 2012) by its popularity and ubiquity. That is, the act of 

mourning online encourages more online mourning, legitimating it as a practice.  

 For the purposes of this analysis, however, one of the most important functions of the 

animita and its digital analogue is that of constituting the deceased. That is, it is through the 

processes of memorialization and mourning that mourners reify, challenge, and dis/agree about 

the exact nature of the deceased’s life, legacy, and personhood. Anthropologists have long 

understood death as a social event in which the deceased passes from one societal status to 

another (Hertz 2004). In Chile, Magnus Course presents an analysis of the amulpüllün, a 

Mapuche practice of biographical oratory that is said to “complete” the deceased, an idea that has 

undoubtedly influenced syncretic Chilean practices of mourning. He goes on to argue that this 

practice is only possible from a position of “outsidedness,” allowing for a putative totalization of 

the deceased that would be impossible in life (Course 2007).  Misty Bastian has described how 

Sabarl mourning practices serve to discursively “finish” the deceased, while also constructing the 

“future for the dead” in an act of collective memory (2001). Similarly, Francis et al (2005) 

recognize the importance of commemorative acts as a way of demonstrating the 
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interconnectedness of the body, the personhood of the deceased in life, and the collective forging 

of a post mortem identity for the deceased.  

In this way, the networked animita is remarkably similar, allowing for a seemingly 

totalizing and putatively finalized view of the deceased through both the reinterpretation of 

existing content and the ritualized mourning processes that occur after death. However, Daniel 

Martin (2010), examining this fraught process in the context of the families of murdered children 

in the United States, highlights the multiple and competing identity claims about the deceased 

from both within the family’s social circle and society at large. Similarly, Jessa Lingel (2013) 

has argued, in the context of English-language social media, that contested ownership of the 

deceased and their “digital remains” can reveal broader trends in the construction of individual 

and group identity online, a point which will be salient throughout this chapter. 

 Perhaps equally important, scholarship on public and digital mourning practices points to 

the construction and solidification of new subjectivities for the bereaved through the very act of 

mourning. Brubaker et al (2013) argue that mourning and memorialization on social media can 

conjure or distort relationships with the deceased, as those who may not have known them in life 

feel interpellated by their death, and those who may have been acquaintances retroactively craft 

stronger ties to the deceased. While, as explored above, this process necessitates a renegotiation 

of the identity of the deceased, it also aids in the construction of a new subjectivity for the 

mourner, one that is informed by being personally or ideologically connected to the deceased 

(Kaufman and Morgan 2005). Meese et al (2015) argue that communicative acts surrounding 

death can often be understood as a form of both being present and communicating one’s 

presence and grief to a larger audience. Finally, Tobias Raun (2017) asserts that the networked 

aspect of mourning on social media encourages in-group dialogue and disagreement, shaping 
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“appropriate” grief subjectivities for participants (cf. Walter 2015). This hearkens back to the 

community-based nature of animita creation and maintenance, in which the actions of those 

closest to the deceased guide other mourners in their interactions with the structure; through 

which the deceased is continually reconstituted. 

Temporality and the animita 
 Finally, both the animita and its networked version trouble notions of a life/death 

dichotomy and linear time more generally. As Antonia Benavente (2011) asserts, the animita has 

a clear beginning point—the death of the person in question—but does not have a specific end 

point, remaining physically present and legible, and encouraging continual collective memory as 

a result. This is not to say that animitas never disappear or deteriorate, but rather that there is no 

formalized process or event through which this occurs. Most animitas slowly fade away as fewer 

people actively more the deceased.  

Relatedly, Lautaro Ojeda Ledesma (2011) understands the animita to be a “hologram of 

unexpected death:” constituted by temporal fragments, memories of other times and places with 

the deceased, further blurring the lines between life and death, past, present, and future. 

Similarly, Patrick Stokes (2015) has theorized the ethical relationships surrounding “digital 

remains,” or the collection of social media and other digital content left behind when a person 

dies. He categorizes the deletion of these “remains” as a kind of second death, constituting a final 

erasure of the deceased who, despite physical death, remains in some way present through social 

media. Finally, Anna Wagner (2018) provides a tripartite framework for understanding the 

transformations of mourning online, arguing that these practices result in temporal expansion, 

incorporating content from before and after death; spatial expansion, in which social media 

allows for the dissolution of geographical limitations; and social expansion, in which the circle 
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of those affected by a given death is widened through its spread on social media, one of the 

central arguments of this chapter.  

It is for these reasons that understanding social media as an archive—in this case as a 

networked animita, an archive of grief—is so potentially generative for the humanistic and social 

sciences. Given its tendency to mimic offline dynamics and communication patterns, social 

media provides a written record of the multiple forms of often silent communication that happen 

around animitas and death more generally. While many social scientists have embraced this 

vacuum, thinking critically about the ephemeral in the archive (Cvetkovich 2009; Manalansan 

2014) and the natural world (Agard-Jones 2012), the novel opportunity to access a literal—if 

partial—archive of grief holds the potential for a deeper understanding of grief at the most 

personal, individual level. These effects find counterpoints in the traditional animita, whose 

permanence in a public location has similar effects on those who interact with it. In what follows, 

I present evidence from the case of Mara Rita of the role the networked animita she created and 

inspired has played in her continual resubjectification and that of her mourners, and in troubling 

linear time and the life/death binary. 

“Peleando al muerto” 
 Though it is not clear in the WhatsApp message that begins this chapter, Mara was in fact 

not a member of OTD at the time of her death, having left the organization just a week before her 

death through a series of widely shared and commented social media posts. On April 11th, she 

posted a lengthy text on Facebook entitled “An email to the world of OTD that does not exist,” 

in which she sarcastically enumerated her many critiques of the organization, including her view 
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that it lacked horizontality, transparency, and equality of opportunities and viewpoints. Later that 

same evening, she posted the following message: 

Her public exit would be followed shortly after her 

death by the resignations of her friends Noah and 

Daniela and her boyfriend Vicente. While the causes 

of these various partings are beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, I mention these events for a few reasons. 

The first is that Mara’s exit from the organization—

due both to its public nature and the broad audience 

of Mara’s social media—sent shockwaves through 

the trans activist community that barely had time to 

dissipate before her death a week later. Throughout 

the mourning period, there was confusion about her 

relationship to the organization. The second is that, given the extremely short period of time 

between her leaving the organization and her death, we will never know how her relationship 

with the organization might have changed in the ensuing months and years. Finally, and most 

importantly for this chapter, I mark this moment because the period spanning from her exit from 

OTD through her wake, funeral, and final rest is indicative of the kind of fraught, contradictory, 

communal resubjectification of the deceased I outline above as typical of the networked animita. 

 Though many were aware of Mara’s exit from OTD, others still associated her with the 

organization of which she had often been the face. As such it should go without saying that 

OTD’s involvement in Mara’s funeral arrangements was not without controversy. The 

organizations actions were framed by those effected in one of two ways. On one hand, though 

Open letter to OTD Chile 
 
Chao ordinaria*, don’t even think about 
charging me membership dues. I’ve 
worked a lot for free for you, unlike 
others. Ok wacha**, I’m not your member 
and I don’t want to see you ever again, 
you ugly disgrace. 
 
Mara Rita 
 
11 de abril de 2016 
 

Mara’s post resigning from OTD. 
 
*ordinario/a: a rude, tactless person 
**wacha: originally meaning orphan, this word is now 
used colloquially as an address among friends and 
acquaintances. 
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Mara was not currently on good terms with the organization, the affective bonds established 

between her and many members did not dissolve at the moment of resignation, nor at the 

moment of her death. That is, one might read OTD’s involvement as an effort to move beyond 

petty organizational politics and support Mara and her family, regardless. The more cynical 

interpretation holds that OTD, understanding that Mara Rita’s death and funeral would be widely 

publicized and mourned, wanted to leave their organizational stamp on this moment in history, 

highlighting Mara’s many years of service to the organization. Some credence was lent to this 

view after OTD asked that their organizational headquarters be a stop on the funeral procession, 

a request that was ultimately not granted.  

However, I want to be very clear that I don’t view these viewpoints as mutually 

exclusive. It would be dishonest to dismiss the accusations against the organization out of hand, 

understanding the complex public and private relations, interpersonal dynamics, and funding 

situations LGBTI organizations often face. Nonetheless, having worked with and at OTD over a 

period of 5 years, there is no doubt in my mind that many of the members of the organization 

cared and care about her deeply, and were mourning—as much as her death—their inability to 

right their relationships with Mara Rita before she passed. 

When I returned to Chile a month after Mara’s death, many of my conversations with 

interlocutors turned toward their individual perspectives on the handling of situation on the part 

of OTD and the trans community more generally. Daniela, one of Mara’s closest friends, often 

referred to the tension as “peleando al muerto” (fighting over the dead), an expression with 

which I was unfamiliar, but emphasizes one of the key points of this chapter. Social media—the 

space in which many of these interactions happened—fulfills many of the functions of the 

traditional animita, in this case providing a context in which the characteristics and values of the 



 

 

221 

now-deceased are debated, juxtaposed, and contested both on and offline, resulting in new 

understandings of the deceased in life. That is, one version of Mara was on the front lines for 

OTD, and another publicly quit the organization a week before her untimely death. Both are true, 

and yet neither is all encompassing. Thus while we can reasonably say that, at the time of her 

death, Mara Rita was not fond of her former organizational home, digital practices of mourning 

after death reconstitute her as a finalized being, one who is a product of her entire life course, 

and not just the final moments before her death. 

Similarly, and in keeping with another important function of the animita, the debate 

surrounding Mara’s relationship to OTD also serves to resubjectivize those who knew her in 

relation to her death (Brubaker, Hayes, and Dourish 2013). For the many people who knew and 

loved Mara Rita, her untimely death was shocking and heartbreaking, leaving many—including 

members of OTD and myself—with unfinished business. While it is possible to read the 

organization’s actions in an uncharitable light, as I discussed above, we can also view them as a 

last attempt to make things right. Mara’s death provoked the unavoidable, painful realization that 

certain fences would never be mended. Moreover, it undoubtedly caused many of those around 

to reconsider their own actions in the days and months leading up to her death. Many were faced 

with the realization that their last words or actions toward Mara had been marked by anger, an 

experience none are eager to repeat. 

The death of Mara Rita 
Tragically, death is more than just a biological inevitability in the lives of many trans 

people—and especially trans women and travestis—in Chile. As I have explored throughout the 

previous chapters, trans women in Chile (and globally) are often forced by familial and societal 

rejection to lead precarious lives that put them at higher risk for homelessness, sexual and 

domestic violence, and drug abuse (Valentine 2007; Kulick 1998; Rodríguez 2013). However, 
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Mara Rita largely did not fall into these categories; despite initial tension with her family 

surrounding her gender identity, they ultimately came to accept her transition and activism, 

though somewhat begrudgingly. In spite of their working-class status, Mara did not live with the 

immediate precarity experienced by so many of her peers. She attended the prestigious 

Salesianos de Alameda high school, an all-boys Catholic high school in the center of Santiago, 

and was admitted to the equally prestigious University of Chile to study Spanish literature and 

high school pedagogy.  

Mara was also a published poet, having released her first book Trópico Mío in 2015, and 

was on the brink of publishing another, Me Arde. It was in fact her growing notoriety that 

incentivized her to change her personal Facebook to the random name Nîema Ebony and create a 

separate fan page with her actual name, an effort to maintain some semblance of intimacy in her 

social media life. Had she lived, she would have been the first trans person to graduate with a 

teaching certificate from her university, allowing her to transmit her love of the written word to 

generations of students. However, having entered the university as a legal male, Mara had been 

prohibited from doing her student teaching until such a time as she was deemed “feminine 

enough” to pass as a cis woman in the classroom, a part of her story that became a particular 

point of contention in the discourse surrounding her death. 

Almost immediately after her death, friends and acquaintances familiar with the treatment 

she had received at the University of Chile began to speculate openly that the cause of Mara’s 

death was an overdose of the hormones she took as part of her biomedical transition. The 

reasoning was that, given Mara’s prohibition from student-teaching until her gender fell in line 

with the binary, she might have rushed her hormonal treatment in order to accelerate the process. 

Nonetheless, there has never been any official evidence of this, and those closest to her resent the 
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implication for several reasons that will be made clear below. It should be stated that hormone 

therapy, like all medical procedures, carries risks, including an increased risk of blood clots. 

However, this risk is also present in the use of such everyday medications as the birth control 

pill90, calling into question whether the treatment had any significant hand in her death at all and, 

if so, if her own use of the hormones might have been unrecommended. The “truth” of this 

matter is ultimately of little importance to this 

chapter, and I make no claim to know it. Rather, the 

competing discourses surrounding Mara’s death will 

take center stage, illustrating the iterative processes of 

resubjectification facilitated by the networked 

animita. 

Conflicting narratives and resubjectification 
On November 8, 2017, Mara’s former 

boyfriend Vicente made a brief Facebook post, 

accompanied by a drawn replica of Mara’s most 

famous image, the one that appears on the back cover 

of book Tropico Mío (2015). Vicente’s post was 

clearly inspired by the ongoing debate about this the 

relationship between hormones and Mara’s passing, 

more than a year after the fact. In this short post, we 

can see how both Vicente and Mara are resubjectified 

in different ways. His post clearly pushes back 

 
90 This fact, while outside the scope of this chapter, raises questions of the gendered nature of the “acceptable” risk 
of hormone therapies, a point Paul Preciado (2017) addresses in detail.  

A year and half ago Mara died. I, as her partner at 
the time and witness to what happened, feel the 
responsibility to clarify (as many times as 
necessary) that the cause of her death was: 
cerebral aneurism. The official medical information 
is that it was sudden and, as with any 
cerebrovascular incident, could happen to anyone. 
If the hormones had any direct effect or not was 
never proven. Out of respect for her memory, I ask 
that you please stick to the official information, and 
if you hear that it was an overdose of hormones, 
make this clear. Thank you. 
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against the idea that Mara—who was never without her bag of carefully portioned pills—would 

have knowingly used hormones in a dangerous way. However, this post also positions Vicente as 

an expert, and perhaps even a proxy for Mara, a role in which he increasingly found himself in 

the days and months after her death. His post makes clear that he—and no one else—witnessed 

Mara’s death from the first sign of trouble to her last breath, and that this incomparable 

experience allows him to speak with more certainty and authority than other members of Mara’s 

social circle or the movement at large.    

 Unsurprisingly, Vicente’s post received quite a bit of engagement, as well as a few 

comments that evince the role of the networked animita in constituting and reconstituting both 

the deceased and the mourning. For example, a comment from Tamara, a friend of OTD and 

trans activist from Coquimbo in Chile’s IV region, offered the following: 

While this message clearly demonstrates kindness and 

warmth toward a friend who is suffering, it also 

reinforces Vicente’s expertise on Mara’s death, based 

not on his eyewitness of the events, but on his 

romantic and affective connection with Mara, constituting him as uniquely able to speak about 

Mara in ways inaccessible to anyone else, and thus as an authority. Furthermore, Tamara’s 

message encourages Vicente to keep defending Mara’s legacy, further solidifying his new dual 

subjectivity as both grieving boyfriend and a voice for Mara in a world where she can no longer 

speak for herself. Here, more than simply granting him authority, messages like Tamara’s 

establish a moral imperative to defend Mara’s legacy. In the years following Mara’s death, 

Vicente would take on this role passionately, even as it grew to weigh on him. 

Vicente. You’re such a beautiful person. 
You had something of Mara that was 
deep and inaccessible to others…HER 
LOVE. Remember her and defend her a 
million times and more. I understand 
and respect you. Hugs. 
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Another transfeminine activist chimed in below, 

making clear that while she respected Vicente’s 

position, she herself did not believe Mara’s death had 

been unavoidable. Ultimately, her post lays the 

responsibility at the feet of her university, putatively the 

reason behind her accelerated hormone use. She posits 

that sharing Mara’s experience at the university, 

regardless of 

the absence of 

biomedical 

“proof,” is nonetheless important to the cause of trans 

rights Mara held so dear. Here we see the reconstitution 

and reanimation of Mara as an activist first and 

foremost, one who was dedicated enough to her cause 

that the details of her death cease to be as important as 

the context surrounding it. In other words, regardless of 

the actual cause of Mara’s death, for this commenter the University of Chile is at least partially 

responsible, due to the discrimination to which they subjected Mara. As such, the politically 

astute and ethical narrative is one that improves the treatment of other trans people in her 

position, regardless of individual details. 

The following comment was a response from Vicente, in which he directly engages with 

the idea of the ethical imperatives sparked by the debate. However, he positions his ethical 

responsibility toward the trans community differently from that of the commenter above. As a 

Vicente I love you a lot, even though we 
don’t see each other much. But I think 
that what happened to mara was not 
just luck nor Russian roulette. We trans 
women have a high percentage that 
with the hormonal replacement 
medications we take we can have 
thrombosis and thousands of other 
things related to the process. That we 
accept regardless in order to become 
the people we want to be. I respect your 
decision to respect the official medical 
information, but we also have to keep in 
mind that in the same way medicine 
can make us who want, it can also take 
our lives. I understand that you’re 
hurting, but the University of Chile 
where Mara studied has washed its 
hands of all of this. And at the end of 
the day making visible the process she 
underwent in her place of study helps 
other trans women of whatever identity, 
who want to study in that space. Be 
well. 
z 

I find it irresponsible to say so 
confidently that it was a hormone 
overdose or that the hormones were 
what caused her death. And I’m not 
saying it’s impossible, but in this case it 
was never proven, so there will always 
be doubt. I think it’s important to treat 
her death with the respect it deserves. 
The issue of risks is clear, as I a trans 
man also took them on, but that doesn’t 
mean that if something happens to me 
it should be automatically attributed to 
the hormones. I think it’s important to 
make this clear so as to not spread 
misinformation to people beginning 
their transition. Personally, it hurts me 
and bothers me that this version of her 
death is still being told, and I know 
many others who feel the same way. 
And just to clarify, this is nothing 
personal against you. 
 



 

 

226 

trans person himself, Vicente was personally acquainted with the benefits and risks of 

biomedical transition, having witnessed them in his own body as well as Mara’s. He argued that, 

especially because of Mara’s prominent place in the trans community, presenting suspicions as 

fact is potentially dangerous for those who may be beginning, or considering beginning, the 

biomedical transition process. He worried that by presenting this process as inherently 

dangerous, this discourse might discourage people from making free and informed choices about 

their transitions. Additionally, having witnessed the abhorrent treatment that Mara received at the 

hands of the medical establishment—which will be detailed in the next section—he was 

understandably nervous that this discourse might contribute to the idea that all medical 

emergencies faced by trans people were as a result of their transness, both furthering transphobic 

stigma and, as in the case of Mara, significantly delaying potentially life-saving care. 

Her name was Mara, she was trans 
 In March of the following year, in the context of the historic Oscar win for the film Una 

Mujer Fantástica detailed in Chapter 2, the film’s star Daniela Vega was making the rounds of 

the Chilean talk show circuit. The late-night Chilean TV landscape is dominated by these types 

of programs, which differ significantly from US late night shows, in that they tend to feature a 

panel of guests engaged in debate mixed with absurdist character-based humor. Among the best 

known of these characters is that of “Yerko Puchento91,” portrayed by Chilean comedian Daniel 

Alcaíno. Though Alcaíno was not the host of the show in question—Vértigo—he was a well-

known figure on the show’s parent channel Canal 13, showing up across its programming. 

 Daniela Vega, fresh off her Oscar win, was one of the Vértigo panelists on March 8th. As 

Yerko made the rounds introducing the panelists, he arrived at Vega and said  

 
91 Yerko Puchento is a play on words, combining the common Chilean first name “Yerko” with the Chilean slang 
word for a gossipy person, copuchento.  
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“No, ¡me muero! ¡Es ella! ¡Está aquí! ¡No lo puedo creer! ¡Me muero! ¡Maravillosa! 
¡Una Mujer Fantástica con Coco… fueron las dos películas que más me gustaron! 
Ganaron. Maravillosa. Increíble. Lo hiciste maravilloso” (Neira 2018) 
 
“No, I’m dying! It’s her! She’s here! I can’t believe it! I’m dying! Amazing! A Fantastic 
woman with Coco…were the two movies I liked the best! They won. Amazing. 
Incredible. You did an amazing job.” 
 

Though this is somewhat lost in translation, Alcaíno’s “joke” took advantage of that year’s 

nomination of the Disney/Pixar Coco. In the film, Coco is a nickname; in standard Spanish it 

also means coconut; and in Chilean slang, it means testicle. Thus his delivery, pausing after this 

word, was at first heard by the audience as “Una Mujer Fantástica con coco(s)”—a fantastic 

woman with balls.  

In a moment that seemed to demonstrate at least some progress in Chilean trans rights, 

the joke was overwhelmingly poorly received, with the Chilean press generally rebuking 

Alcaíno’s transphobia by the next morning, and including widespread calls for his firing from the 

channel (he was eventually released from his contract at Canal 13, though this appears to have 

been unrelated to the incident in question.) 

 Inspired by both the public debate surrounding the previous night’s events and by his 

own experience of Mara’s final moments, Vicente wrote a lengthy Facebook post that at the time 

of writing this chapter had been shared 8.2 thousand times and had 655 comments. Unlike 

Vicente’s previous post about Mara—which was generally limited to their circle of friends and 

the trans community—this post clearly struck a chord in general Chilean society as well, likely 

due to the both the immediate context of the joke and the increased public discussion of trans 

rights spurred on by the country’s first major Oscar win. 
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Almost two years ago, my ex-girlfriend suffered a stroke. The ambulance 
arrived relatively quickly. Two paramedics got out and came into my 
room. Mara was on the bed, unconscious and convulsing. The 
paramedics very calmly asked me questions about drug and/or alcohol 
consumption, emphasizing that obviously that the reason for her current 
state. I became desperate and my stutter became uncontrollable. I tried to 
explain to them that she had just fainted, that we had only had a beer, and 
that she did have any other illnesses, that she didn’t abuse drugs and that 
she only took hormones because she was a trans woman. Meanwhile, 
sitting on the bed, they pressed on her chest to test for a reaction and 
commented that she was obviously intoxicated. Without knowing 
anything about medicine, I suspected it wasn’t that, but that something 
much worse. 
 

Suddenly, the paramedic removed the blanket that covered her legs and 
realized that Mara had a penis. There was silence, he look at the other 
paramedic, and they began to speculate about what they had before their 
eyes. They said: “So it’s a man. No but he has breasts, but he has a penis 
so it must be a man.” I tried to tell them that she was trans, her name was 
Mara, but they didn’t seem to hear me. They asked me, “Ok, but what 
name is on her ID? Does it say male or female?” Meanwhile, Mara 
continued to convulse and I in a state of shock didn’t know what to do. 
 

After about 20 minutes in my room, they finally decided to put her in the 
ambulance and when we were about to leave for the hospital, they 
decided to intubate her, since obviously (for the last 40 minutes) she 
couldn’t breathe. We headed to the El Salvador hospital, the closest one 
to my house. They took her in immediately. They were just beginning to 
understand how serious the situation was. I gave my information and sat 
and waited to hear news. 10 minutes later I see a nurse, who gestures to 
me and I approach her. She says “Are you with el…la…ayy the patient 
that just arrived?” I told yes, and she responded. “It’s just that when we 
were going to examine her…him…we realized that she had a penis. Did 
you know?” “Yes,” I responded, “yes, I knew. But did anything else 
happen? Do you have any news?” She responded that no, she had just 
come to me know that. 
 

I sat down angry and wanting cry, with a terrible feeling of 
powerlessness. From that point on, the doctors and nurses almost always 
referred to her with masculine pronouns. She died the next day. 
 

I write this so that people will realize the treatment that trans people 
suffer. This is just one of thousands, millions. I also want to emphasize 
the importance of education, correcting, and teaching. In this case, asking 
so many irrelevant questions cause us to lose vital time. It’s 
inconceivable that healthcare workers aren’t trained in these issues. 
Mara, in agony, was still denied her right to an identity. What relevance 
do genitals have in patient treatment? If I tell that she takes hormones and 
what dose, shouldn’t that be enough? Please friends, cis (not trans) 
contacts, help to build networks of information… let’s table about trans 
issues, but not just because Dani Vega won an Oscar. Let’s talk because 
we’re subjects of rights. I have been privileged in many ways, but there 
are trans people who suffer daily violence, harassment, discrimination, 
and it ends in death. 
 

Let’s quit joking about this. Let’s make it clear to people like Yerko 
Puchento that trans peoples’ genitals aren’t funny. Let’s educate. 
 

Thank you for taking the time to read.  
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 In this visceral response to yet another “joke” about trans peoples’ genitals, Vicente made 

clear the real-world consequences of this style of “humor.” It was the paramedics’ complete 

ignorance of trans issues, and their feeling of entitlement to speculate on a patients’ gender and 

genitals while she lay dying, may well have been the difference between her survival and her 

death. The hospital staff’s equal unwillingness to hear Vicente as he tried to explain Mara’s 

situation, as well as their refusal to respect her gender identity—a right upheld by the 

InterAmerican Court of Human Rights—may be understood as equally responsible for Mara’s 

death as any hormone treatment. 

Another fantastic woman 
 As mentioned above, Vicente’s post went viral, inspiring thousands of shares and 

hundreds of comments. Unlike his post in the previous section, this one reached an audience 

much larger than the circle of people who directly knew Vicente and Mara, a clear example of 

Wagner’s (2018) spatial and social expansion of mourning on social media. Given their breadth, 

these comments provide a window into the both the state of Chilean discourse around trans 

issues at the time of Vicente’s post, as well as the multiple ways social media functions as a 

networked animita, highlighting the processes of subjectification and resubjectification that 

emerge in the processes of mourning and memorialization online. That is, we can quite literally 

bear witness to the multiple debates and perspectives that will ultimately inform the nature of 

Mara’s legacy and the version of Mara that will be remembered by the public. 

 Given the context of Vicente’s post—Yerko Puchento’s “joke” and the continued fervor 

around the recent Oscar win—it is not surprising that several of the reactions to the post blur the 

lines between these events and those of Mara’s final hours. As I explored in depth in Chapter 2, 

the Oscar win of Una Mujer Fantástica was met with much celebration in the Chilean media, 

and mixture of cautious optimism and skepticism on the part of the Chilean trans community. 
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This was because, as the first commenter pointed out, Chile celebrated its first Oscar win—for a 

trans film—while guaranteeing no legal protections or rights to its trans citizens. Many in the 

community worried that the celebration of the Oscar across the political spectrum would give the 

impression that Chile’s trans rights problems were a 

thing of the past. However, as the second commenter 

stated, the film contains a chilling scene at a hospital, 

in which Daniela Vega’s character is denied the right 

to accompany her partner at the hospital because the 

legal sex on her ID is at odds with her hegemonically female gender expression. In this way, 

Mara’s story is placed in direct juxtaposition with a 

larger, broadly intelligible example of everyday trans 

discrimination, a reality often hidden from those who do not experience it. In death, Mara was 

thus constituted as emblematic of the consequences of transphobia in Chile writ large, 

broadening the meaning and impact of her story beyond those who knew her personally. 

 There were, however, also personal responses to Vicente’s message. One commenter 

expressed that she had been with and hugged Vicente the day of Mara’s death, establishing a 

closer relationship between her and Vicente—and by 

proxy Mara—than those who may have stumbled 

across the 

post indirectly. Mara’s sister Lucía also responded 

with a heartbreaking comment expressing that, since 

Vicente had been the one to take Mara to the hospital, 

she had never known these details, and didn’t want to cause him more pain by asking. These 

Ok, we have to spread this information, 
since the Oscar win has created so much 
euphoria that we’ve forgotten what this 
issue really means. We should remember 
that the Oscar is a step in the right 
direction, not the SOLUTION, let’s 
remember that please. 

Just like the movie of the fantastic 
woman but reversed L 

Vicente, that day I hugged you so 
tightly and today I’m sending you 
the same hug. 

It hurts me so much to read this, an 
enormous pain that I never said 
goodbye to her, I hadn’t been home in 
the last few days and I never asked 
Vicente what they said since he was 
already suffering so much, I didn’t 
want to make him suffer more, I love 
you, a big hug. 
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examples demonstrate the role the networked animita plays in reconstituting individual social 

media users as mourners, while also providing a space in which to establish and perform their 

own diverse connections and relationships to Mara, her death, and Vicente. Though the 

networked animita in some ways reifies the category of mourner in relation to Mara, it 

nonetheless also affords the tools with which to mark differences between individual mourners, 

such as their direct or indirect relationships to the people and events in question.  

 There were also commenters, in their majority strangers to Vicente, who attempted—

sometimes clumsily—to demonstrate an understanding of his experience through the narration 

personal experiences they viewed as similar. Many comments expressed that while Mara’s 

experience was tragic, they felt that her mistreatment 

had more to do with the broken Chilean healthcare 

system than with her trans identity. While Chileans do 

technically have access to universal healthcare, the 

privatization of the field has increasingly meant that 

only those who can afford to visit a private clinic, 

with private insurance, can ensure optimal health 

outcomes. However, these comments were generally 

received negatively by other commenters, inspiring 

responses that attempted to educate the original poster 

about the intersections of healthcare discrimination, 

the Chilean public and private systems, and trans patients. These interactions constitute certain 

mourners as “in the know,” or on the “right” side, and does so publicly. 

This doesn’t just happen to trans 
people…it also happens to all the poor 
people and middle class who can’t pay 
for private clinic and copays with 
abulances…if you had had a lot of 
money you could called a clinic and they 
would have sent you one of their 
ambulances…just maybe she might not 
have died…because we all have our time 
to leave, and this was Mara’s. 

It doesn’t work like that. When they’re 
treating a cisgender patient everything is 
much faster. I didn’t have insurance or a 
public health plan and they still brought 
to me to the emergency room to operate 
on me, yes, I waited, but they treated me, 
I’m por, and they treated me. When they 
treat trans people the only thing they 
think about is whether they have a penis 
or a vagina, if they’re on drugs or if they 
do sex work. 
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 While it is unclear if this commenter is herself a healthcare professional, many 

commenters identified themselves as healthcare workers in their comments, positioning 

themselves simultaneously as medical experts and 

as more ethical and compassionate members of 

their profession than the paramedics in Vicente’s 

post. The first comment relates the story of the 

poster’s medical residency, illustrating what he views as the correct way to treat a trans patient, 

coinciding with generally accepted guidelines put forth by trans voices. Additionally, he 

highlights that, regardless of legal technicalities or policies, his treatment of this patient—also 

named Mara—was informed by empathy. As a 

result, this commenter establishes himself not 

only as a fellow mourner, but as an ethical 

subject, positioning him in opposition to his to 

his paramedic colleagues. 

 Another post by a medical professional 

was especially moving. The commenter 

identifies herself as a doctor who once treated 

Mara, making clear that their relationship was 

both professional and personal. Beyond just the 

medical specificities of her transition plan, she 

got to know Mara as a person, engaging in 

philosophical discussions with Mara and 

learning about all the projects she had in the 

During my residency, there was a trans 
patient with that same name. I treated her 
like she looked, a woman, now by what her 
ID card said, it’s just the empathetic thing to 
do… such a shame that so many keep that 
custom alive. 

Vicente….your post hurts me so 
much. At one point Mara was my 
pacient… and at least in the 
appointments we had (like with other 
trans patients) her charts had her 
chosen name and I made sure that 
she was always treated with respect 
and dignity. She was always very 
special to me. In her appointments, 
we talked about literature and 
philosophy, she was so proud of the 
documentary she was interviewed 
for and we were doing everything 
possible to get her on the list for 
genitoplasty… for my part my 
experience with her led to me 
ultimately working on one of the few 
teams dedicated to the holistic 
health of trans patients in the public 
system. Obviously there is much to 
be done, but we’re constantly 
leading trainings on trans health care 
at other centers, so that the 
undignified and unempathetic 
situation that you expose here, of the 
last medical attention Mara received, 
won’t happen again. 
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works at the time of her death. She ended the post by signaling that her experience treating Mara 

ultimately dictated her professional trajectory, as she now works on one of the few trans-specific 

medical teams in Chilean public healthcare system. This comment demonstrates the multiple 

ways in which the networked animita subjectifies and resubjectifies both mourners and the 

deceased. As in the first comment, the doctor’s explanation of her personal ethics and practices 

establishes her as ethically good in relation to the medical professionals in Vicente’s post. 

However, it also resubjectifies Mara as a person whose personality and activism were so 

powerful and magnetic that they were ultimately responsible for her doctor choosing to dedicate 

her expertise specifically to trans patients, as well as educating other healthcare workers in trans 

issues. 

As details of the mishandling of Mara’s case began to surface, they became emblematic 

of a larger demand within the trans community, that of trans-inclusive healthcare. Though the 

public often hears this demand as limited to “trans-

specific” issues and procedures—access to 

hormones, mastectomies, and vaginoplasties among 

others—Mara’s treatment exemplifies the potential 

danger of Chilean trans people face in interacting with 

the Chilean medical system. Her treatment at the hands 

of the medical professionals in charge of saving her 

life demonstrate that education and training are 

urgently needed, whether or not a patient’s complaint 

is specifically trans-related. Mara’s doctor’s call for more trans-specific education was echoed by 

others outside the medical field, who understood Vicente’s post as a call to action. Though in the 

Your testimony is so important, we don’t 
always understand the treatment, the 
discrimination, or indifference to pain that 
trans people are subjected to. What you 
spell out here inspires me personally to 
help generate more empathy about this 
topic. 

It’s important that we teach our 
children respect from a young age…in 
every aspect…I’m sure that many of 
those who commented call the 
Haitians “negros” and prostitutes when 
they talk about Colombians, or 
“indians” when they talk about a 
Mapuche…today’s society…it’s our job 
to teach those who observe us from 
the time they’re little. 
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past few years Chile has experienced a notable shift in both discourse around trans issues and 

public policies that support trans people, trans—and more generally gender and sexually diverse 

—subjectivities remain misunderstood and often taboo topics for many Chileans. As such, many 

comments highlight the importance of education in raising consciousness and inspiring action, as 

well as in raising future generations of Chileans. The second commenter also expands the issue 

to include the many forms of discrimination that often go unchecked in Chile today, including 

anti-Black and anti-Indigenous discrimination, as well as the stigmatization of sex work, an issue 

that overlaps significantly with the discrimination against trans women and travestis. Through 

their participation in the networked animita, these two posters constitute themselves as 

mourners—though indirectly—but perhaps more importantly, as the kind of people who react to 

information about injustice in thoughtful and concrete ways, though this is difficult to gauge 

from behind a keyboard. Additionally, the second poster demonstrates an understanding of the 

intersectional nature of systemic oppression (Crenshaw 1991), drawing comparisons between 

Mara’s situation, the situation of trans people more generally, and those of other marginalized 

groups. Moreover, Mara is again constituted not only a trans individual, but also emblematic of 

passion for social justice, capable of inspiring action in both close friends and total strangers 

even after her death. 

 Comments from other trans people further bolster 

this argument, such as the one to right. This comment 

from a trans man functions in two main ways. First, it 

overtly marks his belonging in the trans community, 

while also recognizing that trans men are also generally 

less likely to experience violence than trans women and travestis. In this way the commenter is 

You left me speechless…The treatment 
and discrimination are 
terrifying…There’s clearly a lot of work 
to do, even being trans[masculine] I 
should recognize that I’m privileged to a 
certain extent, but I can’t get over the 
powerless I feel when I see so much 
injustice against my peers…I’ve been 
discriminated against too, and you’re 
just paralyzed… 
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constituted as part of a larger trans community that—if often divided along the lines of binary 

gender—remains a socially intelligible collective. Second, this comment is unique in that it 

seems more directed at Vicente than at Mara herself. While the commenter’s own experiences of 

discrimination validate Mara’s experience, his reaction of paralysis is equally important. Given 

Vicente’s description of powerlessness and the exacerbation of his already existent stutter, this 

commenter thus empathizes with Vicente’s reaction to the discrimination he witnessed and 

experienced, validating him as both a member of the trans community and fellow mourner. 

 Still others, total strangers to Mara and Vicente, began to come across and react to 

Vicente’s original post. These commenters all marked themselves immediately as outside the 

inner circles of Mara and Vicente, emphasizing 

either that they had simply stumbled across the 

post and felt compelled to reply. These comments 

again demonstrate the power for spatial and social 

expansion of the networked animita, amplifying 

both the reach and impact of Vicente’s original 

public display of grief, and constituting these “passersby” as fellow mourners, of both Mara’s 

death and the climate of transphobia that may have played a role in hastening it. 

  Finally, commenters like the one in this last 

example exemplified perhaps two of the most well-

known characteristics of the traditional animita. First, 

while an overtly religious interpretation of a comment 

like this would be inappropriate, it does make clear the mechanism through which the subjects of 

animitas sometimes become folk saints. Even immediately after her death, people began to speak 

Thank you for using such a personal 
and painful story to educate. Let’s 
hope there are no more Maras, that 
no one else who has so much to 
give leaves us because of 
ignorance. Her legacy will remain. A 
hug. 

Excuse me, this ended up on my wall and 
it destroyed my heart, I will share it so 
that each day people will know this sad 
reality that must be changed. A big hug.  

The same thing happened to me…it 
fills me with an infinite pain and a 
desire to see everything change. 
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of Mara’s legacy as greater than herself. This is likely due to a combination of her activism in 

life, her increased visibility as a leader in the trans community in the years before her death, and 

the tragic circumstances of her passing. It is easy to imagine that as time passes, Mara’s 

networked animita may change in historical significance and inevitably lose specificity. Mara 

might one day be remembered as an emblematic figure—a sort of secular folk saint—who only 

bears a passing resemblance to the person we knew.     

Secondly, this comment demonstrates how the networked animita interrupts the linear 

progression of time that constitutes the life/death binary. Though the commenter clearly 

understands Mara to have physically passed on, the emphasis on her legacy signals the power 

that Mara, even in death, continues to hold in the world of the living. In the years since her death, 

the LGBTI pre-university at which she was a volunteer teacher—mentioned in the previous 

chapter—was rebaptized with her name. This occasion was marked by a hand painted banner 

with her face, draped across the front of the main downtown campus of the Universidad de Chile, 

Mara’s would-be alma mater and physical home to the pre-university. A policy of respecting 

student names and pronouns would also be adopted by the same university, with others following 

suit. She would appear posthumously on a TV show called ¿Qué pasó con mi curso? (What 

Happened to my Class?), in which she visited her old high school and conversed with former 

classmates about her time as a closeted student. And she would be the subject of at least two 

documentaries, En Tránsito (In Transit/ion) and El Rostro de la Larva (The Larva’s Face), both 

of which she had begun work on before her death. The networked animita has been, and likely 

will remain, crucial in allowing Mara to speak and influence the world from beyond the grave. In 

what remains of this chapter, I will explore the destabilization of the life death binary and linear 
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time made possible by the networked animita, returning to Mara’s personal Facebook profile and 

fan page. 

Time and the networked animita 
 Up to this point, this chapter has focused largely on media produced for and about Mara 

Rita: WhatsApp messages, Facebook posts about funeral arrangements, and length online 

debates about elements of her life and character. These examples have demonstrated perhaps the 

most straightforward articulation of the ‘networked’ character of the networked animita. In 

engaging in these various acts of mourning in a digital space adjacent, but not identical, to 

Mara’s personal social media accounts, the networked animita expands the ‘where’ of the 

animita and the mourning process, as well as its social scope. However, Mara’s personal 

accounts demonstrate additional similarities between the animita and emerging online mourning 

practices. 

 As mentioned above, at the time of her death, Mara had two Facebook accounts: her 

personal account, under the name Nîema Ebony for reasons of privacy; and her “fan page,” 

where her fans could follow and directly engage with her burgeoning career as a writer, media 

personality, and activist. In some ways, the content posted in these two spaces after her death is 

quite similar; much takes the form of condolences immediately following her death. Nonetheless, 

the disparate social contexts of these two spaces allow for a richer ethnographic picture of how 

the necessarily multifaceted self is constituted online. Her personal account—post-mortem—is 

largely dominated by posts from close friends and family members, who often overtly mark 

themselves as such. However, the content on her fan page also provides a platform for people 

who either knew Mara in passing, or did not know her at all. In this way, the networked 

animita—because of its inherent archival qualities—allows us to better understand the dynamics 

surrounding animitas and mourning more generally, as each gesture leaves a semi-permanent 
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trace that is often more legible than the kinds of traces left at physical animitas. Moreover, the 

networked animita captures activities—such as prayer or direct communication with the 

deceased—that often do not leave any physical trace at all. 

 The comments left on Mara’s profile and fan page are in many ways quite similar to 

those left on Vicente’s posts. However, one important difference is that the discourse on these 

pages tends to take the form of a direct conversation with the deceased, one that paradoxically 

often overtly marks the absence of the deceased while still engaging in direct communication. 

This communication is in many ways directly analogous to the kinds of ritual communication 

that happens around physical animitas. As I have explored throughout this chapter, one of the 

main functions of the traditional animita is as a conduit between the world of the living and 

whatever lies beyond. While this can be interpreted literally or figuratively, the animita 

undoubtedly inspires communication with the dead, whether in the form of prayers, mandas, 

written blessings, or conversation that mirrors mourners’ previously established conversational 

patterns with the now-deceased.   

 The animita, both the physical version and its networked analogue, is characterized by 

multiple overlapping temporalities that might in other contexts be understood as mutually 

exclusive. For example, one common mourning practice across Facebook is that of marking the 

anniversary of the death with posts that seem 

to communicate directly with the deceased. 

These posts from 2020 are both written in the 

2nd person, directed at Mara. The first, written 

by Daniela, says simply “I miss you…” (te 

extraño), a common sentiment for those who 
I remembered again that it’s been almost four years. 
Hugs wherever you are. Enjoy other tropics, dear. And flood 
everything with poetry. 

I miss you… 
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have lost loved ones. The post below begins with the author overtly marking the passage of time 

since Mara’s death, and then wishing her well “wherever [she] may be.” Finally, she asks Mara 

to “flood everything with poetry.”   

In one way, the very idea of a commemorative post would seem to reify Mara’s death, a 

final end point to her linear journey from birth to death. That is, we can only commemorate 

something that has already come to a close. “I miss you…” and “I remembered again that it’s 

been almost four years,” can be read as overtly marking the passage of linear time since Mara’s 

death. However, from another perspective, it is precisely the act of commemorating Mara’s death 

that seems to bring her—momentarily—back into the world of the living. Daniela’s statement of 

“I miss you…” might just as easily be on my Facebook wall, as we maintain a friendship across 

thousands of miles. Thus we might also read ‘missing,’ especially followed by an ellipsis, as 

colored by some hope that the ‘missing’ will cease, though it may remain unclear how and when. 

While Daniela is by no means religious, I know her to be quite superstitious, and she would often 

make comments about Mara penando (haunting) her house so that we wouldn’t forget her. 

Though I do not personally know the author of the second post, a similar argument can be made. 

While she began by overtly marking the reality of Mara’s passing, her words belied a more 

complicated relationship with this finality. Her use of the subjunctive mood marks uncertainty 

about Mara’s exact whereabouts, but the words that follow hint at the possibility of Mara as an 

agentive force. 

Posts like these complicate binary, linear understandings of mortality. That is, if death 

signifies the end of a person’s conscious life, posting in the second person on the Facebook wall 

of the deceased is an illogical act; that is, if death is final, to whom is the message directed? 

However, the networked animita, like its traditional analogue, is a space of temporal collision, in 
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which a loved one can be simultaneously absent and present. Though this may sound like a 

cliché, I want to emphasize that I mean this literally. The networked animita creates and reifies a 

space of communal mourning, and one that makes possible utterances and interactions that in 

other contexts would be nonsensical. This space at once resolutely tied to the unequivocal death 

of a human—were this not the case, the animita would never exist—and one that exists outside 

linear time, in which death is not always the opposite of presence. Paradoxically, it is the march 

of linear time, leading up each year to another April 19th, that encourages the ritualistic return to 

this space of temporal chaos. It is in the remembering that Mara is no longer present that she is 

understood to be present. 

 The content posted on Mara’s personal Facebook wall after her death also performed 

another function of the traditional animita, that of capturing a partial snapshot of the personality 

of the deceased; it is common to see roadside animitas decorated with particular flowers, 

cigarettes, alcohol, photos of the deceased’s 

favorite celebrities, and flags supporting local and 

national fútbol teams. The networked animita also 

fulfills this function, while expanding both the 

social and temporal reach of the animita. While 

traditional animitas are firmly located in the 

physical world, often at inaccessible spots like 

roadsides and mountain paths, the placelessness of 

networked animita in the virtual sphere allows it 

to be everywhere. Thus when Mara’s friends hear 

a song that reminds them of her, or she simply 
An ad for an upcoming concert by Miranda!, a popular queer 
Argentine electro-pop group 

This made me think of you and when we sang together. I love 
you!! 
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crosses their minds, social media allows them to immediately mark their renewed mourning in an 

appropriate virtual space, and following established mourning practices.  

 Two posts are emblematic of this particular practice, both of which engage with Mara’s 

love of music and parties. Despite having been painfully shy as a teenager, as was evident in the 

episode of ¿Qué pasó con mi curso? I referenced above, once Mara embraced her gender identity 

and began to transition publicly, she 

quickly became known as the life of the 

party. At OTD events, she could often 

be seen dancing, singing karaoke, and 

holding court. The other thing people 

knew about Mara was her love for the 

song “Work,” by Rihanna, released a 

few months before her death. The song 

was played at her wake, and her sister—

still at that point posting as Mara—

posted this meme a few days after her 

death. It depicts a mother walking in on her pink-clad, presumably gay son, twerking to “Work,” 

with the caption “Don’t judge him, join him.” This meme can be read in two ways. First, as I 

began to explore above, it constitutes a partial archive of Mara’s tastes, preferences, and 

idiosyncrasies. In this way it fulfills the same function as the “stuff” (Manalansan 2014) of the 

physical animita, simultaneously memorializing and partially constituting a version of the 

deceased. 

"Son, what are you doing?" "Don't judge him, join him!" 
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 However given Mara’s family’s initial difficulty in accepting her gender identity, we can 

also read this meme in the context of a family coming to grips with having lost a daughter they 

were just beginning to know. One can only imagine the number of times Mara’s gender 

performance was policed in her youth, both by her family and in the context of the all-boys 

Catholic school she attended. Though Mara is no longer here to tell us this story, there are traces 

of this messy history (Stoler 2013; Alvarez 2016) in the archive she created online.  The 

networked animita facilitates access to this ethnographic nuance in a way the traditional animita 

cannot. These glimpses at the woman behind the profile give Mara’s life—and ultimately her 

legacy—nuance that the traditional animita fails to capture. 

Between legacy and legend 
 Though to a certain extent, the creation of an animita is always a practice of legacy-

making, the scope, impact, and endurance of this legacy vary in relation to both tangible 

factors—the prominence of the deceased, their cause of death, the publicity it received—and 

intangible factors, as is the case with certain animitas throughout Latin America that have 

inspired the folk canonization of the subjects of certain animitas. Though these folk saints are 

often children—seemingly rendering their deaths more tragic (Ticktin 2017)—others seem to be 

unremarkable among their peers, and have gained folk saint status regardless. This is at least 

partly because, as animitas age and grow, the personal connections to them change and dwindle. 

As fewer and fewer people remain to remember the dead as they were in life, mythology often 

fills this vacuum. Even more remarkably, the subjectivity of the deceased may be subsumed 

entirely in this folk saint, whose primary purpose is one of veneration and servitude (they are 

popular candidates for prayers for intercession), though not communication in the ways we have 

seen throughout this chapter. 
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 As I have stated throughout, I do not wish to make the argument that Mara Rita is, or will 

be, a folk saint; that is a judgement for history to make. However, when one visits one of the folk 

saint animitas—such as the one to “Carmencita,” (not her real name) in Santiago’s General 

Cemetery92—it is difficult not to wonder at what moment, and under what circumstances, the 

person to whom this animita is dedicated found herself with no one who knew her left to tell her 

tale. There are several theories on who “Carmencita” might have been, but the definitive truth 

appears to have been lost to history. So, which factors put the subjects of some animitas on the 

road to sainthood, and others on the path to decay? While the definitive answer to this question 

may be beyond ethnography’s—and certainly my—reach, I would like explore how the concept 

of the networked animita may be useful for thinking about how and why certain animitas and 

their subjects persist and others fade away.  I close this chapter with data from Mara’s animita 

that demonstrate how a gradual depersonalization/folk canonization can occur, as well as the idea 

that the networked animita may render this process more difficult, or at least more complicated. 

 As these examples show, though Mara was many things, it is likely that—in conjunction 

with her written work—what will most likely characterize Mara’s legacy is her passion and 

activism for trans rights. One of the largest impacts 

of Mara’s death was the “Decreto Mara Rita,” a 

decree made by the University of Chile that all 

students’ gender identities must be respected 

regardless of their legal names and genders. 

Though there have been reports that faculty have 

been slow to comply, both the publication of the 

 
92 Though animitas are generally physically separate from actual cemeteries, this is the exception that proves the 
rule. 

Proud of you <3  
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University’s transphobic treatment of Mara and the popular—if contested—theory about its role 

in her death clearly forced the University’s hand. As other Chilean universities have followed 

suit, the name has stuck, and Mara Rita’s influence is no longer confined to her own university. 

 Other reminders of her legacy come 

in the form of often commentary-free 

“shares” of LGBTI-related events in which 

Mara might have participated, or at which 

she might have been present. Such as is the 

example of this post, in which we see an 

invitation to the University of Chile’s Gender 

and Sexuality Diversity Commission, something Mara certainly would have been an integral part 

of had she lived long enough. Clearly the person who shared this invitation on Mara’s personal 

Facebook was aware of Mara’s death more two year previously. Nonetheless, the gesture is 

multifaceted, at once an act of communication, memorialization, and of constituting Mara’s 

legacy as an activist. 

 Nonetheless, there is also content on both 

her personal profile and her fan page that blurs 

the line between legacy and legend, providing a 

glimpse into how a folk saint might be born out 

of an animita. The first example is a post from 

Mara’s best friend Guillermo, or as he is 

known to everyone, Memo. Memo and Mara 

met doing diverse/dissident activism, and 

It’s stupid of me to do this, and to look at your photos 
whenever I miss you. But I wanted to tell you that we had a 
march in May, and we screamed so loud that compañera Mara 
was present; there weren’t many of us that day, but there were 
more of us in June, and more people learned your name. I’d 
love to be able to tell you that Diversinap keep growing, now 
we have three associated collectives and we’re organizing 
workshops for us, the oppressed. The only one that will be in 
two regions so far is the trans one, because I have a giant 
obligation to your memory and your struggle. That day, I’ll tell 
the people (again) who you were, and that this is in your 
memory. 
 
Come see me some day? 

Mara is eternal as long as she exists in our fight! 

This Thursday October 4 at 9:30, all are invited to the 
presentation of the Commission of Gender and Sexuality 
Diversities of the University of Chile. 
Event open to the public. 
Please spread the word! 



 

 

245 

became fast friends. Few people knew Mara better than Memo. So his post, updating Mara on 

the progress their activism has made since she passed, is hardly surprising. As I have argued 

throughout this chapter, one of the primary functions of the networked animita is to provide a 

socially sanctioned space for communication with the dead. Memo closes by promising to 

remind people about his friend, and asking her to visit him some day. 

 While I make no assumption about whether Memo meant this literally, was hoping to 

dream about Mara, or was simply being poetic, the comment it inspired below removes Mara 

from the deeply personal context of Memo’s post and recontextualizes her as a constitutive part 

of the social movement she championed. Unlike the physical animita, generally a place of 

solitude, the networked animita allows us to capture this small, subtle discursive change, perhaps 

one stone in the path to folk sainthood, or at least to a legacy that will outlast those who knew 

her.  

 Mara’s Facebook Fan Page—on which anyone can post—was flooded with similar 

comments. In comments like this one, the finality of Mara’s death is tacitly questioned in its 

reframing as a journey or flight. The 

commenter hopes that her presence might be 

immutable adding, “Nothing dies, it only 

transforms.” Another comment seems rather 

average, were it not for the identity of its author. Iván Zamudio is the father of Daniel Zamudio, 

a young gay man who was beaten and murdered by four neo-Nazis in Santiago’s Parque San 

Borja in 2012. As I mention in the introduction 

of this dissertation, Daniel’s death was pivotal 

in jumpstarting the modern Chilean LGBTI 
I know you’re in a beautiful place, 
 

I’m so sorry you left us, Mara, there’s nothing more to 
do but to wish you a pleasant flight. May your trip be 
enjoyable, and your presence immutable. “Nothing dies, 
it only transforms.” 
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rights movement, and in the passage of a much-critiqued Anti-Discrimination law. Thus this 

comment, affirming his belief that Mara is in a “beautiful place,” places her among a terrible 

pantheon of young diverse/dissident people who died tragically and publicly. I only know Iván in 

passing, but after his son’s death, he became a dedicated diverse/dissident-rights activist and 

founded Fundación Zamudio; one imagines that his comment expresses a hope that this is true 

for his own son as well. 

 Finally there are posts by Facebook users who identify themselves as not having known 

Mara in life. A recurring theme, this post 

references the impact of Mara’s episode of 

¿Qué pasó con mi curso? The program was 

broadcast on one of the main national 

networks, TVN, and was thus seen by a 

significant portion of the population. This 

post makes clear that Mara’s activism did not 

die with her, in a very literal sense. The reverberations of her openness to the public will 

continue for years to come, through both the actual media content and the lessons that can be 

learned from it. I have chosen to end this chapter with this post, written by a stranger, because 

the last few lines crystallize the myth-making potential of the networked animita. 

 While the first paragraph of the post is written as a declaration, the conclusion is written 

in the 2nd person, directly addressing Mara. Still more important, rather than addressing Mara as 

tú, the informal 2nd person pronoun, he refers to her as Usted, the form used to acknowledge 

social distance or hierarchy. In his post, this “outsider” to the community of mourners does two 

important things. First, he establishes his credentials as a member of the group, explaining how 

I heard Mara’s story in the doc. on TVN last Sunday. 
Her story is shocking, but it is admirable how she 
succeeded despite everything against her. It made me 
sad to think of my own life and the little awareness I 
have about sexual diversity. Those of us who are not 
exposed to this every day can’t imagine how it is for 
someone who lives it, so, heating Mara’s story was 
shocking, but it taught me a lot. 
 
Thank you for being a fighter, Mara. I didn’t know you in 
person, but I would love to leave you a flower at your 
final resting place, as a small homage. I’m not sure 
where that might be. 
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he came to know Mara and the impact her story had on him. This moment is one of many 

moments of social expansion made possible by the virtual animita, which is at once an individual 

experience and a collective space. And in turning directly to Mara and addressing her formally, 

he demonstrates a reverence that is at once out of place on Facebook and appropriate to the 

situation. He elevates her social status above his own in a way that would have seemed almost 

comical in life. And in lamenting his inability to honor her at her physical gravesite, he elevates 

her status further.  

First, he establishes the appropriateness of this gesture, which in another context would 

seem unusual or inappropriate; the graves of private citizens are rarely visited by strangers, and 

thus we see that he understands Mara as worthy of being mourned like a public figure. Moreover, 

in leaving a comment that is essentially a digital rose, he re-constitutes the fan page as an 

appropriate place for public mourning, perhaps especially for those who did know her directly. 

Though I cannot be sure exactly why seeing Mara’s story on TV motivated the user in question 

to post on her wall, this fact is nonetheless demonstrative of the power of the networked animita 

to resubjectify strangers as mourners, to some extent adding his voice to the collectivity of voices 

that continue to debate and shape Mara’s life, death, and legacy In this way, the networked 

animita functions much like its predecessor, as the more accessible stand-in for a gravesite, a 

space of resubjectification of both deceased and mourner, and as a social space that blurs the line 

between life and death. 

Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I have proposed the concept of the networked animita as a useful lens 

through which to understand digital mourning practices among certain segments of Chile’s trans 

community. While the advent and subsequent spread of the Internet and social media 

technologies has, rightly, been framed as a period of monumental shift in many areas, the 
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networked animita fulfills many of the same functions as its predecessor, providing a space and 

protocol for the expression of grief. Though the traditional animita is anchored to the physical 

location in which a death occurred, the networked animita provides a relatively stable virtual 

location for practices of grief and rememberance. 

Additionally, the networked animita allows both those who knew the deceased and those 

who did not to constitute and reconstitute themselves in relation to the deceased, while also 

reconstituting the deceased in the process. That is, visitors to the networked animita come to 

understand themselves in relation to the deceased, while also engaging in discursive practices 

that blend the lived reality of the deceased with their real and imagined influence and legacy. 

The networked animita is unique in that, unlike the traditional animita, it inspires traces of 

practices of mourning and remembrance that are usually ephemeral, existing only in the psychic 

space between the grieving and their understanding of the deceased. As a textual and audiovisual 

medium, social media thus provides a window into the normally invisible relationships between 

the living and the dead. 

Finally, the networked animita destabilizes this very dichotomy, bringing into being a 

queer temporality in which the deceased is at once resolutely present and undeniably absent. It is 

in this space between life and death, between past, present, and future, that the networked 

animita also facilitates the gradual depersonalization of the deceased; that is, it is through an 

understanding that the deceased somehow remains present that others are made aware of the 

death and brought into the fold of mourners; as the circle of influence of the networked animita 

expands, we can see the beginnings of the processes through which the deceased may become 

the subject of legend, providing a glimpse into the process of folk canonization inspired by many 

physical animitas. 
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Conclusion 

 In the preceding dissertation, I have demonstrated both the importance of social media as 

an alternative archival technology and the theoretical utility of understanding it as such. While 

we often understand social media platforms as tools for communication and identity 

performance, we often take for granted their inherent archival qualities. By the simple virtue of 

not automatically deleting content and organizing it in a temporally linear fashion, social media 

functions as an archive whether we want it to or not. Content only fully disappears from the 

archive when it is purposefully deleted and, even then, often leaves traces on related pages, 

servers, and in screenshots and transcriptions that live both on- and offline. As the popular 

saying goes, nothing ever truly disappears from the Internet.  

 With this aphorism in mind, social media can—and I would argue must—be understood 

as both archival technology and ethnographic object, both housing the archival content itself and 

providing valuable ethnographic insight into the context, societal forces, and personal 

idiosyncrasies of each de facto archivist. Further, because of the networked nature of social 

media, social media as archive becomes a powerful tool for understanding the often hidden 

connections between and among both discrete content and individual archivists. This is an 

especially useful characteristic for anthropologists, as it literally renders visible relations that 

often leave little or no trace in the offline world. 

Central arguments 
 In the opening chapter, I outlined four main features of the archive of the self, though I 

should make clear that I do not view this list as in any way exhaustive. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I understand the archive of the self to be inherently relational—that is, it reflects the 

sociality through which both off- and online subjectivities are shaped and reshaped. It is 

purposefully and incidentally instructive, providing moments both overt and incidental pedagogy 
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shaping notions of acceptable, unacceptable, and ideal presentations of transness and gender 

more generally. It exists in a dialectical relationship with the self and the physical body—

understanding the self as inherently constructed through interactions in society, the archive of the 

self demonstrates a three-way relationship in which one’s offline self and physical body change 

in relation to differing strategies of self-presentation on social media, and vice versa. That is, 

there is no inherent, pre-social self, but rather one that is continually and iteratively built over 

one’s life. Finally, the archive of the self troubles the supposed neutrality and totality of official 

historical narratives. In marking certain histories as personal or identity-based, social media users 

draw attention to the lack of authorship of official historical narratives, in turn problematizing 

their supposed objective and all-encompassing nature. 

 In Chapter 2, I outlined how social media users can intervene in multiple ways in the 

normalized framing of official History as objective, all-encompassing, and authorless. Building 

on the multiple means of historia, both History and story in Spanish, I argued that the act of 

marking personal and group histories as such—for example as trans history—calls attention to 

the incomplete and partial nature of official historical narratives, which in turn calls into question 

their objectivity and authorship. It is only through identifying what has been excluded from these 

narratives, why, and how, that we can begin to think critically about what has been included. 

 Chapter 3 builds on this intervention in our understandings of the construction of 

historical narratives, meditating on the role of linear, cisheternormative understandings of 

temporality in shaping trans narratives on- and offline. Because of the undeniable political 

advantages of narratives that frame trans identity as inherent and immutable, many of my 

interlocutors recognized the incommensurability of these narratives with their own experiences 

while still understanding their pragmatic nature. As such, I argue that social media allows them 
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to have their proverbial cake and eat it too, creating space to both embrace and reject this 

narrative.  

 In Chapter 4, I took trans and travesti writers and activists as my primary theoretical 

mooring, exploring in details the underlying meaning of the seemingly unremarkable travesti 

slang word calle. Nebulous in nature, calle stood out to me as a term that is both ubiquitous in 

the community and difficult to define succinctly. Building on Nelson Maldonado-Torres 

theorization of coloniality as the embodied and lived aftereffects of the colonial process, I argued 

that calle indexes all that colonialism has attempted to eradicate, including non-binary gender, 

sexual gratification, and racialization. 

 In my final chapter, I take the example of the animita, a popular form of informal shrine 

in Chile, to propose the concept of the networked animita as a useful analytic for understanding 

shifts and innovations in Chilean mourning practices with the growing popularity of social media 

in the country. Through the story of the death of one my interlocutors, Mara Rita, I explore how 

the networked animita can become a space for collective resubjectification of the dead, as well as 

direct communication with the deceased, who is framed as neither entirely present not entirely 

absent through interactions with the animita. 

 In sum, in this dissertation I hope to have effectively demonstrated the theoretical utility 

of understand social media as both an archival tool and an ethnographic object in itself. I argue 

that this is especially the case for trans people in Chile who have been steeped in a culture in 

which archives and the histories they contain are both omnipresent and understood to be 

inherently political, thanks in large part to their role in the continual process of societal 

reckoning with the realities of the Pinochet dictatorship and its aftermath. Additionally, because 

of Chile’s physical and cultural isolation from the rest of Latin America, the advent of the 
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Internet and social media was transformative for many Chileans, allowing them access to 

everyday realities they did not see around them. In the case of trans people, this has been 

generally positive—allowing them to find community and support beyond their immediate 

physical surroundings—while also risking the homogenization of individual trans identities to 

conform with a global perception of how exactly these identities should look and interact with 

the world around them.    

Future research 
Is social media still an archive? 

Given that social media is constantly changing, it is perhaps unsurprising that even as I 

finish writing this dissertation, it seems that the nature of these technologies is again in flux. 

While early social networking sites (e.g. MySpace, Tumblr, Facebook, and Twitter) were all 

quite literally structured as timelines, the argument for their archival utility is fairly easy to 

make; adopters of these technologies were creating de facto archives unless we explicitly chose 

not to by purposefully deleting content after the fact. Because social media was an entirely new 

kind of technology at this point, the consequences of its intrinsic archival qualities were difficult 

to predict. However, as platforms like Facebook and Twitter became increasingly public and also 

increasingly popular around the world, however, news stories abounded of job offers revoked 

and relationships ruined by inopportune photos of drunken parties and long forgotten posts 

expressing naïve and offensive opinions intended for consumption only by trusted friends. 

As a result of this early backlash, newer platforms like Snapchat and later Instagram have 

specifically incorporated features that make the long-term preservation of content difficult or 

impossible. These include “stories” (posts that are available for only a 24-hour period) and alerts 

when a given viewer has taken a screenshot of temporary content. Both of these features both 

inhibit the automatic archival nature of social media and demonstrate its power. They are also 
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reflective of shifting notions of privacy that ultimate shape the kind of content users share, and 

with whom. At the same time that platforms have begun to give users more control over the 

reach of their posts, a new generation of users who have grown up with social media seems to 

intrinsically understand the dangers of too much access to their ongoing archives. 

 Given these changes—both generational and technological—it remains to be seen how 

and if the archive of the self can be a useful analytic for social media platforms that understand 

incidental archives as a bug, not a feature. Nonetheless, I believe through sustained, real time 

ethnography conducted on these platforms, we can still draw valuable conclusions about the 

nature of the self from social media data. Moreover, for the moment anyway, Facebook and 

Instagram remain the most popular social media platforms among Chileans, with Snapchat 

having little success in penetrating the market in a meaningful way. It is possible that there is 

something about temporary content platforms that is at odds with Chilean media ideologies; it is 

also possible that Instagram’s introduction of “stories” stole Snapchat’s thunder at a crucial 

moment during its roll-out in Chile. 

Parsing types of content 
 The next iteration of this project would benefit from a critical analysis of the similarities 

and differences between the types of content that live on social media. Certain platforms lends 

themselves primarily to a specific type of content; Instagram favors visual content with minimal 

commentary, Twitter favors short, textual content and is less adept at image sharing, and 

Facebook can be used for either. Additionally, all of them host video content with varying levels 

of ease and useability. Finally, as social media cultural norms solidify, the advent of memes, gifs, 

and emoji—both image- and text- based varieties—has called into question the once relatively 

neat division between image and text; certain textual expression might best be understood as 
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iconographic, while certain visual content has acquired such semantic significance as to be 

interchangeable with text in many contexts. 

 Because the initial impetus behind this dissertation was to understand social media as an 

archival technology, my primary focus were the patterns of practice and meaning that emerged 

through long-term engagement with social media. As such I have, largely inadvertently, paid 

comparatively less attention to the task of parsing specific kinds of content, preferring instead to 

view each archive as a sort of multimedia assemblage whose cumulative message was more 

important than the individual content involved. Nonetheless, I believe there is much to be learned 

from this inquiry, and future iterations of this project will likely reveal differences in the kinds of 

things people communicate in one format or another, as well as to whom this content is directed. 
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Epilogue: The Chilean Estallido, COVID-19, and the Archive of the Self 

 On October 19, 2019, my social media feeds began to fill up with images of familiar 

Santiago landmarks—Plaza Italia, the Alameda, multiple metro stops—seemingly overtaken by 

crowds of people, and often on fire. Switching over to Whatsapp, I began frantically contacting 

my interlocutors to get a handle on the situation. What began that day would become known as 

the estallido social (the social explosion), a period of months stretching into the Chilean summer 

in which millions of people took—and held—control of the streets as they demanded a new 

constitution. 

 As I stated in the introduction, Chile is unique in its preservation of a constitution written 

under a dictatorship, a constitution purposefully written to be impossible to overturn through the 

legal mechanisms it established. While demands for a new constitution have been a central focus 

of activism for decades without much traction, these protests were unexpectedly triggered by an 

increase in the price of public transportation of 30 Chilean pesos (roughly .04 USD), the second 

increase that year and the third since Piñera took office. 2019 also marked the 30-year 

anniversary of la Transición, a process that many feel never significantly addressed the vestiges 

and legacies of the dictatorship. Led by students, Chile’s perennial social movement leaders, they 

staged mass evasions of metro fares and occupied the central plazas of virtually every city in the 

country with the slogan No son 30 pesos, son 30 años (It’s not about 30 pesos, it’s about 30 

years), gesturing toward to the upcoming 30th anniversary of the putative return to democracy. 

 The early months of the estallido were full of possibility, garnering the support of a 

significant portion of the population and achieving the declaration of a plebiscite originally 

scheduled for April 2020. Chileans would vote on two questions: whether they wanted a new 

constitution, and how they wanted it to be written. This success was despite the decision of the 

Piñera government to reactivate Pinochet-era provisions that allowed for military forces to take 
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and control the streets, using “rubber bullets” that were later found to contain metal cores, 

leaving scores of protesters either blind or with sever ocular injuries. More disturbing still were 

the reports of unlawful arrests, torture, and sexual assaults of protesters at the hands of the 

military police. Additionally, several protesters seemed to have been “disappeared,” with no 

official record of their whereabouts. 

 Though these actions largely had the effect of emboldening the protesters, they also 

created a climate of fear that must have been reminiscent of the heady days and weeks before 

and after the coup, a mixture of immense possibility and the likelihood of increased oppression 

and suffering. Discursive comparisons to the Pinochet regime and its strategies for controlling 

the populace were abundant on social media, and many soon realized that social media was a key 

front in this battle, as stories quickly spread of content that simply “disappeared” from social 

media. Videos of violent arrests, armored cars plowing into crowds, and police refusing to 

identify themselves as required by law seemed to vanish as quickly as they had appeared. As a 

result, sharing this content with multiple contacts across multiple networks became a key 

strategy for ensuring that records would survive—somewhere—of the reality on the ground 

(Haynes and Campbell 2019).  

 This overt appeal to social media as an archival technology lends credence to the utility 

of the analytic I have proposed throughout this dissertation, and demonstrates its utility beyond 

the trans community. Because of its history of authoritarianism and resistance, Chileans 

understand the importance of preserving records of the day-to-day, even if the purpose and 

ultimate location of the archive are not immediately apparent. As evidenced by the hundreds of 

Chileans who are still officially “missing,” the experience of the dictatorship showed Chileans 

that lost histories can never be fully recovered, even if traces remain. Given that social media has 
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also become a crucial tool for activism as well, and that much of the content they hoped to 

preserve was already circulating there for practical reasons, the reliance on social media as an 

archival technology was a logical choice. 

 In late March however, the COVID-19 pandemic put the estallido—at least its physical 

incarnation—on hold, and pushed the planned April plebiscite to October 25. Chile, like much of 

the rest of the world, entered quarantine and much of day-to-day life became about subsistence 

rather than revolution. Nonetheless, the months leading up the plebiscite saw a reinvigoration of 

activist efforts, and in October the populace overwhelmingly voted for a new constitution that 

would be drafted by citizen representatives.  

 Though the vote established the mechanism for drafting the constitution, there is still 

much debate about how these representatives will be chosen, whom exactly they will represent, 

and who they will be. Minority communities like the Mapuche, the Afro Chilean community, 

and the diverse/dissident community rightly view this process as crucial to their ability to 

advocate for inclusion and legal protection in the new constitution, and are in demanding 

dedicated slots (escaños) for members of their communities as I write this epilogue. The 

constitutional process offers the government and people of Chile a unique opportunity to wipe 

the slate clean, righting historical wrongs and creating a more just and egalitarian society. While 

it remains to be seen how this process will unfold, it is certainly demonstrative of the power 

wielded by those who write history, and the corresponding disenfranchisement of those histories 

die with them.   
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