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ABSTRACT

Ethnography is widely accepted to be an embodied and
experiential form of knowledge production. Gender, in particular, shapes fieldwork, influencing relationships between participants and researchers, access, and observation, and
intersecting with race, class, nationality, sexuality, and other
identity categories. Building on a rich tradition of reflexive
feminist scholarship that explores this intersectionality, this
article discusses how my own corporeal transformation to
a muscular powerlifter changed both the nature of my fieldwork relationships and my research strategies over the course
of a decade of local engagement in El Salvador. Ultimately,
I argue that the embodied consequences of fieldwork and their
challenge to patriarchy must be undertaken alongside research
participants. Together we are collectively re-imagining gender.

Introduction
I boarded the freight train before dawn in Arriaga, Chiapas, but by the time
I climbed aboard, around twenty people already perched on the rooftop of
the last car. At the sight of my white face, clearly out of place in a group of
northbound Central American migrants, conversations stopped. One woman
turned to me to ask where I was from. When I replied ‘New York’1, she
followed up with an incredulous question, ‘Then, whyyyyyy are you here?’
But before I could answer her, her smuggler intervened, ‘She’s just here to see
what it’s like for us. If she’s here, the police cannot beat us as badly. This is
a good sign.’ He stroked his client’s back reassuringly, and then turned to me
with broad smile visible through the darkness, ‘Welcome to my train!’ On the
ground below, I could hear my travel companion, an activist and journalist
with experience riding the rails to document human rights abuses committed
against migrants crossing Mexico, loudly explaining to a group of men that
I was La Monjita (the little nun) from a nearby Catholic migrant shelter. He
insisted that I should therefore be treated with respect during the journey. He
had concocted the story to spare me the sexual harassment experienced by so
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many women aboard the trains. Everyone aboard the train seemed satisfied
with these explanations for my presence. Grateful for my friend’s quick wits
and consideration, I delayed in disavowing the false claim, only allowing
a more truthful portrait of my identities to emerge in the course of our slow
moving (and frequently stalled) sixteen-hour journey to Ixtepec, Oaxaca.
Upon hearing his fib, which my friend devised without my consultation,
I initially scoffed. My own self-perception could not be more removed from
what I imagine to be the chaste piety of a Catholic Sister. Outside of fieldwork, my lifestyle, beliefs and style of dress could not be confused with
a nun. Upon reflection, however, it is clear why I so easily adopted the
moniker ‘the little nun,’ and why that identity proved successful in negotiating access, not only during the train ride but at other key moments throughout research on Central American migration.2 I could be typecast in
a familiar role: the white ‘First World’ missionary. The relationship between
continued colonization, racism and evangelical Christianity renders this role
problematic. However, religion can also be a resource for feminist advocacy
by establishing a shared normative orientation, basis for solidarity and
a common language for making social justice claims. In the context of the
Americas, traditional feminine roles have provided a strategic social status
from which to challenge patriarchy and capitalist exploitation. Within this
tradition, I worked alongside a Catholic priest at a migrant shelter in Mexico
and with a nun at a convent in rural El Salvador. For months in the shelter,
I had slept on cardboard boxes on the floor alongside migrants in passage,
and my dedication to my research and volunteer work might have been easily
understood through a lens of religious fervour. Years later, on Long Island,
an immigrant woman introduced me to her friends and family with an
explanation that we had met during my time ‘living as a missionary’ in
rural El Salvador.
I exploited these perceptions, dressing conservatively, keeping my tattoos
covered, and generally playing the role of a ‘good’ faithful woman in my
speech and manners. When traveling with my young son, I instrumentally
used his presence and my own maternity as a way to start conversations with
potential participants, manipulating motherhood and the goodwill that it
endows. I did not betray the full extent of my own rebelliousness, immodesty
and irreverence. I even occasionally hid my intellectual agility behind astonished facial expressions to allow Central American and Mexican men (and
sometimes women) to explain the world to me. I did not challenge the
protections or privileges I received as a consequence of my conformity to
a specific set of local gender-religious norms. Nor did I question my own
preconceived notions of gender expectations in my field sites, which felt
validated when confronted with participants’ reactions. At the time,
I considered such conformity to be respectful of my research participants’
belief systems and a way of expressing gratitude for their hospitality.3
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Nearly a decade later, I returned to El Salvador for a new project focusing
on the urban boundaries set by street gangs.4 In the meantime, I have
undergone a major physical transformation by aggressively lifting weights.
By the end of my fieldwork for my first project, I weighed around 40kg at
150cm height: a dainty waif of a woman who easily stepped into feminine
roles. I now, however, weigh 52kg, deadlift three times my bodyweight, and
hold Wisconsin state powerlifting records for bench press and total.5 In other
words, I am a solidly-built athlete who defies traditional gender stereotypes,
wearing my physical strength on my skin. In addition to wearing my strength
on my skin, the muscles are also an indicator of class privilege, signalling my
access to advanced nutrition, leisure time and athletic performance knowledge. As my body changed, a few men in a Salvadoran gym mockingly and
admiringly, and the line between the two is never clear when a modicum of
envy can be detected, began calling me La Hormiga, translated literally as ‘the
ant.’6 Ants are tiny but can lift many times their bodyweight. I embraced the
nickname, and in the process, I have gone from La Monjita to La Hormiga.
La Hormiga is the product of a collective co-imagining, an evolving
relationship with people in the field. Researcher-participant relationships
are fluid, and subject to continual re-negotiation on the basis of local roles,
gender expectations and the researcher’s own performances (Huggins and
Glebbeek 2009; Warren and Hackney 2000, 11–13). Diane L. Wolf (1996, 2)
argues that feminist methodology is fundamentally a recognition of the role
of power in fieldwork and writing, an acknowledgment of how it generates
contradictions and asymmetries in control of field-site access and knowledge
production. La Monjita facilitated my initial entry into Salvadoran communities, while I listened and learned. As I experienced physical changes with
time, I had to grapple with the shifting intersections of gender, class, sexual
orientation, religion and nationality that shape the researcher-participant
relationship. This struggle made it possible to see new opportunities for
fieldwork. By bringing fitness classes to communities where I research, La
Hormiga retains La Monjita’s emphasis on service and reciprocity, albeit
modified to fit a new body and within different social spaces. In that sense,
the two identities cannot be posited as dichotomous, but instead part of an
evolving hybridization of gender that opens and forecloses alternative possibilities for fieldwork encounters. Through embodied engagement with
research participants and under their influence, I could arrive at this new
identity, which still also bears the traces of goodwill and knowledge accumulated playing my former role.
Of course, I can never be certain how participants perceive me, and I can only
develop an intuition through our interactions (Rose 1997). For this reason, my
reflections are deeply intimate, centred on my own understanding of my body in
the field. In writing such a personal narrative, I risk accusations of autobiographical indulgence (Ashkensazi and Markowitz 1999, 10). Admittedly, this is not
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the much-needed essay about the violence confronted by Salvadoran men and
women, and given the urgent insecurity they suffer, it is they who should
generally be the storytellers and focus of ethical scholarship. I do not supplant
their voice. Instead, this article is a hopeful personal exploration of how feminist
researchers might proactively influence the gendered micro-politics of the field
site, and vice versa. I grapple with gender pressures to conform, and I take my
own racial/nationality/class privilege into account. As such, the argument follows in the feminist tradition of an ‘ethnography of ethnographers’ and in the
footsteps of calls for a ‘fugitive anthropology’ that explores the gendered and
racial inequities that structure fieldwork (Berry et al. 2017; Golde 1970, 3).
Thus, this article will explore the impact of the physical transformation
from La Monjita to La Hormiga, and the fluid re-ordering of researchparticipant relationships that ensued. I will trace its effect across three
dimensions of fieldwork practice: 1) personal security strategies; 2) access
patterns; and in much greater depth, 3) ethics of fieldwork relationships and
my political presence. Building on feminist methodological insights (e.g. Bell,
Caplan, and Karim 1993; Golde 1970; Warren and Hackney 2000; Wolf 1992,
1996), I argue in favour of a self-conscious and forceful challenge to patriarchy during the re-negotiation of the researcher’s social role in the fieldwork
setting. Building on intersectional and Third World feminist insights (e.g.
Mahmood 2011; Mohanty 2003; Moraga and Anzaldúa 2015), I argue that
the greatest barrier to this engagement is not necessarily participants’ heteronormative sexism, but instead, researchers’ own essentialized view of gender
norms; it is a blindness inherent to the liberal feminist lense of researchers,
rather than to the fieldwork communities themselves. In reality, researchers
and research participants can improvise new shared understandings of
themselves and each other. In making this two-fold argument, I hope to
empower other researchers who wish to embrace their feminism with greater
openness and honesty in the field, despite perceived pressures to conform to
fixed local gender norms and stereotypes for reasons of security, access and
ethics. By focusing on how gendered power dynamics intervene within the
social and material space of the field site, and how that space in turn offers
opportunities to redefine gender, I elucidate the geopolitics of research and
gender in violent contexts.
Personal Security Strategies
The ongoing human security crisis in El Salvador generates gendered patterns of vulnerability, and distinct restrictions on the lives and liberty of men,
women and non-binary identifying individuals (Hume 2004; Hume and
Wilding 2015; Walsh and Menjivar 2016).7 As La Monjita, I became intimately aware of these gendered mobility restrictions, even without experiencing the precarity confronted by many Salvadoran women. After a mugger
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violently stole my cell phone (which I struggled to keep) and I reported the
incident, a Salvadoran police officer shrugged and questioned why I would be
walking without my husband. In both Mexico and El Salvador, many men
expressed surprise that my husband ‘allowed’ me to travel without him.8 In
rural El Salvador, as I walked door to door down lonely dirt roads outside of
town, men would sometimes ask me if I was frightened that someone might
‘rob’ or ‘kidnap’ me.9 At first, I thought the question represented a warning
of danger, and only later and with some revulsion, did I realize that the men
were flirting; I was considered pretty enough to be kidnapped, and the threat
had been meant as compliment. As La Hormiga, with my muscular build and
more assertive demeanour, I have yet to hear any such flirtations.
Before discussing how I navigated this violent gendered landscape, it is
necessary to acknowledge that the situation in El Salvador cannot be disentangled from corresponding patterns in gendered violence in the United States,
where sexual harassment, domestic violence and assault also remain endemic.
Approximately one-third of women in the United States experience sexual
violence in their lifetime (Smith et al. 2017). Personally, at least until the time
of writing, I have only experienced direct physical encounters with sexual
violence at the hands of white U.S. men, never a Salvadoran or Mexican man.
Indeed, my class and racial privilege create a safe space for me wherever I travel,
relative to the precarity experienced by racialized and class marginalized women
or non-binary identifying individuals. I have a privilege of transgressing both
international borders and identity boundaries denied to many Salvadoran people. Finally, just as gender norms and rights are hotly contested in the United
States, they remain so in El Salvador. While there are clear patterns of patriarchy
and heteronormative violence in both the United States and El Salvador, there is
also resistance to such violence in both settings. In El Salvador, local social
movements for LGBTQI rights, campaigns to release women imprisoned for
miscarriages under punitive anti-abortion legislation and demands for institutions supporting survivors of domestic violence have won a few key victories in
recent years. Such civil society activity signals that gender practices in El
Salvador should not be essentialized as universally repressive. Nor are
Salvadoran gender practices far removed from similar contestation over the
same rights and identities in the United States, which have recently hit a fevered
pitch in U.S. national politics.
Nevertheless, in the context of this violence and in the wake of my physical
transformation, I had to adjust my personal security strategies while conducting
fieldwork. My awareness of these new security issues became clear after receiving
a new sort of warning from a trusted friend. During preliminary work on the
new research project, I began to travel to unfamiliar parts of the city, hoping to
learn the urban terrain, select workable field sites, and make contacts that could
facilitate research. A Salvadoran colleague heard that I was driving unaccompanied into troubled neighbourhoods and warned against it, but I initially
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dismissed her advice with the explanation, ‘Don’t worry. People just see me as
some sort of harmless missionary.’ She remained unconvinced and, while giving
my broad shoulders a sideways glance, retorted, ‘No. Now you look like CIA.’
While I do not think people actually confuse me with a spy, her reproach
points to the way that my muscular build unravelled the veil of innocence
that feminine gender projected and potentially exposed me to new perils. On
the one hand, the softness of the female body projects vulnerability and
maternal care. Indeed, in some social settings, femininity provides
a ‘cultural disguise’ of innocence and harmlessness, which potentially
decreases suspicion and danger for the fieldworker (Huggins and Glebbeek
2009, 6; Fredricksson 2009). On the other hand, masculinity conceptually
links with power and potential threat, thereby rendering fieldworkers at risk
of accusations of spying (Warren and Hackney 2000, 19). Decades of
shadowy U.S. support for violent political repression in the region provide
an alternative script; the larger political context, as well as gender, informs
the possibilities for researcher role.10 My muscles are a visual representation
of strength that challenges gendered body norms for women, thereby creating dissonance with the persona of La Monjita. Occasionally, as I approach
strangers, I hear whispers about the alleged masculinization of my body, such
as ‘She looks like a man.’ Thus, I would run the risk of being type-cast as
infiltrator, rather than missionary, if research participants could not make
sense of my presence.
The tenor of my interactions with some long-term acquaintances who
witnessed my physical transformation also changed. On one occasion, police
who have long served as bodyguards for the priest I worked with in Mexico
held an intervention. After watching my morning routine of push-ups and
pull-ups, two of them approached me, and with great compassion admonished me, ‘Sweetheart, you must stop. You are deforming your body. No man
will want you.’ They were not the only long-term acquaintances to express
a variety of concerns as my body changed. I never hid my previous service in
the U.S. military from participants in my first study, but in the past, this
autobiographical detail was dismissed, as though it was inconsequential or
unbelievable. Only recently, a man who works in a migrant shelter and has
known me for many years, asked me about my veteran status and for further
information about my service. It was as though that part of my personal
history was suddenly rendered real. Another man in rural El Salvador
unexpectedly remembered my military service and asked me the same.
I am not a spy and I am no longer a soldier, but with my new so-called
masculine shape, nor could I play the uncomplicated role of female
missionary.
As La Monjita, I travelled alone in rural El Salvador and along the migrant
trail through Mexico, seldom fearing for my safety, with relatively few
threatening or intimidating incidents to report. Overwhelmingly,
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Salvadoran and Mexican strangers reacted with charity and goodwill;
I routinely received unsolicited security advice and offers to accompany me
through areas they deemed too dangerous for me to walk alone. People often
welcomed me with friendly smiles. I benefited from the patriarchal obligations implied by a chaste femininity. For example, in one Salvadoran town,
several deportees began to follow me around, making sexual advances in
English and sometimes telling me that (because I am white) I remind them of
a former girlfriend in the United States, which made me a potent symbol of
their displacement, rejection and loss. In response, the head of the household
where I was boarding claimed me as his Canadian niece, despite the fact that
we neither had any blood relation, nor am I from Canada. The kinship claim,
however unlikely, provided a justification for my ‘uncle’ to threaten the men
who behaved disrespectfully; the gendered familial tie was an ownership
stake that transferred the disrespect that I suffered directly to him, making
it his business to resolve. In such instances, female researchers benefit from
offers of patriarchal protection, but to do so, they may forfeit some control of
their own mobility or autonomy (Huggins and Glebbeek 2009, 7; SchwanderSievers 2009). Thus, my primary security strategy during fieldwork as La
Monjita was reliance on patriarchal norms of protection and the guise of
innocence.
As La Hormiga, I travel alone in urban El Salvador, seldom fearing for my
safety, with (at least up until the time of writing) no violent, threatening or
intimidating incidents to report.11 However, my sense of security finds its
basis in a different source. My muscles give me a body confidence, which
I now exude in my posture and bearing: shoulders back, a purposeful walking
stride, head high and unafraid to make unflinching eye contact. As a result,
I may be a less appealing target for some sexual predators (Murzynski and
Degelman 1996). While it does not offer certain safety, and arguably represents nothing more than smoke and mirrors, I no longer project an easy
vulnerability to potential victimizers. Simply put, I feel safer and stronger,
and this confidence may become a self-fulfilling prophecy as my body
language creates an invisible security barrier.12
However, while I no longer project vulnerability to potential victimizers,
I also do not project vulnerability to potential protectors and benefactors.
I no longer hear a constant chorus of ‘be careful’ when I board the bus alone.
When I go without sleeves in public spaces, glances from passers-by in the
street can vary from looks of curiosity to expressions of obvious hostility. My
personal security strategies no longer take my harmless self-presentation for
granted, and instead, I use an acknowledgment of my unusual strength to
initiate small talk with strangers and establish rapport to develop new social
networks. People sometimes approach me on the street simply to feel my
bicep, and I use the entry to begin conversation. Rather than teach English in
a convent or volunteer at a Catholic migrant shelter as I had in the past,
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I now offer to run physical fitness courses as empowerment programs in the
communities where I research. I have embraced my physical transformation
and crafted a new persona: a more direct, confident and openly feminist
coach-professor-trainer-researcher. La Monjita’s commitment to service
remains, but in a manifestation adapted to a new corporeal reality.
Without this adaptation, I might have been more likely to suffer from
distrust, heteronormative intimidation, and less reliable paternalism, thereby
jeopardizing my safety.
Access Patterns
Without this adaptation, my access also would likely have been imperiled by
the gender non-conformity of my new body, which rendered La Monjita an
unconvincing casting decision. In past work in rural El Salvador, I had
largely relied on networks of women to introduce me to male interview
participants.13 Almost invariably, women provided references, and my discussions in each household would begin with an outreach to female members, and from there, extend to men. Initial conversations generally occurred
in kitchens, and I was often given cooking lessons.14 The sister of a smuggler
once sat him down at a funeral and explained that I was a ‘good girl’ and that
he really should speak to me, and under the pressure of familial ties and the
watchful eye of his sibling, the smuggler begrudgingly granted me an interview I had sought for some time. He only briefly bemoaned that his sister
was ‘going to get me in trouble with the gringos.’ Gender and gendered social
ties had trumped my racialized nationality and facilitated my access. On
a different occasion, a police chief, after lecturing me on the inadequacy of
my water consumption and my excessive coffee drinking habits, gave me
unfettered access to his archives. Gender stereotypes likely preconditioned
this paternalistic reaction. In a Mexican shelter yard far from home for
Central Americans, male flirting, their sexual interest and loneliness sometimes became a way to initiate conversations, though I only exercised this
gateway with great caution to avoid potential misunderstandings about my
intent or reputational harm. On multiple occasions, I felt invisible, quietly
melting into a wall to listen and observe as people held confidential conversations, perhaps overlooking my presence because it was unthreatening
and seemingly inconsequential.
Other female researchers report experiencing a similar ‘invisibility’ that
facilitates access to information during fieldwork (e.g. Warren and Hackney
2000, 11). In fieldwork, women manipulate stereotypes associated with their
sex and draw on patriarchal relationships for access to interviews, field sites
and information (Huggins and Glebbeek 2009, 13; Wolf 1996, 9). Because of
these advantages, female researchers often feel pressure to conform to gender
norms, such as dress, to ensure access and build rapport with potential
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participants (Wolf 1996, 8). Confronting participants over their sexism may
jeopardize fieldwork access (Warren and Hackney 2000, 62). However, after
my physical transformation, I found it impossible to play this traditional
female role and I sought new avenues through which to engage people
around me.
First, I centred my community service activities around powerlifting and
physical fitness, which generates reciprocity and reinforces new social networks that can be tapped for interviews. Thus, I began to use gyms as
platforms for research in new communities, rather than Churches. I am
not the first researcher to discover the utility of this environment as an
entry point (e.g. Moodie 2014; Wacquant 2004). Indeed, gyms and
Churches are, in an important sense, parallel social spaces where foreigner
and local may experience cross-cutting identities, speak a mutual social
language, and expect to have shared values. The content of these identities,
language and values may differ across these settings, but this quality of place
transforms both the secular space of the gym and the religious space of the
Church into archetypal nodes for community entry.
This entry is further streamlined by the fact that my muscular body
gives me an automatic belonging in any gym; I simply look like I belong
there, even though I am foreign and a woman. My muscles signal that
I have spent the time in that social context. If I want to visit a new part of
the city, regardless of how conflicted or reportedly dangerous it is, I simply
find a gym and people will speak to me. My presence has an immediate
explanation. Sometimes, my reputation as a powerlifter proceeds me.
I have sponsored women’s events at local powerlifting meets, and I have
competed in El Salvador. After winning a Salvadoran competition and
hearing the U.S. National Anthem played at the trophy ceremony in my
honour, I received countless friend requests on social media, where I go by
the alias La Hormiga. A local powerlifting club downloaded my images
from Facebook and created a poster to advertise a raffle of protein powder
to fund their events.
Replete with American bald eagle and multiple images of the American
flag, the unauthorized poster announces that I am a ‘current athlete from the
United States,’ thereby using the cache of my foreign nationality, which
alongside my gender is an integral part of my minor celebrity in
Salvadoran powerlifting circles, to legitimate the raffle. Occasionally, I enter
a gym in an unfamiliar part of the city to find people already know who I am.
In this way, I can more easily learn about the security situation in the
surrounding neighbourhood and sometimes receive invitations to visit
again under other circumstances.
Secondly, and relatedly, I can now more straightforwardly make nonsexualized small talk with male strangers. I no longer need to rely on female
gatekeepers to strike these conversations, because men will often approach
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me to ask for nutrition or exercise tips. The common bond of powerlifting,
and curiosity that a woman can achieve a physical goal that eludes many
men, have become the basis for new social networks. Since my research now
focuses on gang violence that frequently targets young men, this direct access
to a masculine world has become a precious entry point. La Hormiga remains
a conveniently sexless persona, married with a distant husband and avoiding
flirting in favour of ‘gym bro’ banter;15 indeed, I receive fewer uncomfortable, unwanted sexual advances from participants now than as La Monjita,
though a decade of aging may also have produced this effect with or without
muscles. I am often the only woman in a room. Thus, my gender-bending
body has produced new research networking opportunities and new spaces
for fieldwork.

Ethics of Fieldwork Relationships and Political Presence
Embracing La Hormiga has normative, as well as logistical, implications for
my fieldwork. La Monjita felt like a lie. Identities are always multiple and
crosscutting, and I make no claims to authenticity as La Monjita or La
Hormiga. Indeed, these identities are not even strictly mutually exclusive,
and elements of one survive within the other. Nevertheless, I was troubled.
By uncritically reproducing traditional gender scripts with my behaviour and
speech, I reinforced the legitimacy of such social repertoires, de facto accepting them as appropriate. Without self-consciously enacting a progressive
form of La Monjita to challenge patriarchy, my well-intentioned dishonesty
buttressed a particular set of traditional gender expectations. Diane L. Wolf
(1996, ix) expresses a similar unease with her fieldwork persona:
"I felt forced to lie about the same topics about which I hoped for honesty
from my respondents. I lied about my religious affiliation, my marital status,
and my finances at the same time that the focus of my research was on young
woman’s finances, family finances and marriage. This particular representation of myself made me feel dishonest and uncomfortable, but I could not see
another way out … . The result was that although my research was an
attempt to analyse gender inequality and poverty, I exacerbated the inequalities between me and my respondents by not telling the truth".
The initial act of deceit, and the imbalance it produces between participant
and researcher, is the tip of the ethical iceberg. I staged my first fieldwork
project with the backdrop of my own stereotypes of gender norms in
Salvadoran society. It is no wonder La Monjita felt insecure and inauthentic,
not because she is not a part of my multitude of identities, but because she
was mirroring my gender expectations. Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003, 22)
warns that in a widespread ethnocentric First World feminist research
practice:
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"… a homogeneous notion of the oppression of women as a group is
assumed, which in turn produces the image of an “average Third World
woman.” This average Third World woman leads an essentially truncated life
based on her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being
“Third World” (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic,
family-oriented, victimized, etc.) … . In contrast to the (implicit) selfrepresentation of Western women as educated, as modern, as having control
over their own bodies and sexualities and the freedom to make their own
decisions."
While I respected participants’ dignity and agency, and I did not assume
people to be unknowledgeable or naive, I did function on essentialized
notions of what Salvadoran people expected from me as a woman. In that
sense, La Monjita was a farcical performance of ‘First World Woman’ as
assumed to be perceived by ‘Third World Woman.’ The process of becoming
La Hormiga has pulled the curtains these expectations. La Hormiga exists
because she resonates with the cultural narratives of Salvadorans with whom
I interact. My muscles are a visual representation of discipline, emotional
strength and physical stamina: a normative orientation that we share. Indeed,
in El Salvador, the symbol of the ‘ant’ is commonly associated with
a commitment to hard work in solidarity. My successful search for new
research access points, admittedly mediated by privileges afforded by my
race, class and nationality, demonstrates the potential for women to embody
these ideals in Salvadoran society.
In contrast, researchers’ repetition of gender scripts implicitly and indirectly based on the essentialized image of the Third World woman potentially
legitimizes those scripts and breathes new life into patriarchy. Gunseli Berik
(1996, 57) also grapples with the prospect that her incapacity to conduct
feminist fieldwork might have ‘ … helped to perpetuate hierarchical gender
structures.’ When women researchers do not demand gender justice for
themselves and fail to leverage traditional social categories such as La
Monjita to advocate for marginalized peoples, they inadvertently leave patriarchal expectations for behaviour unchallenged.
Before criticizing researchers for their complicity with patriarchy, it is
worth noting that both anthropology and geography have long histories of
colonial collaboration, particularly in the study of marginalized populations or so-called ‘Third World’ environments (Katz 1996, 177; Wolf 1992,
5–6). We must acknowledge the inherent power disparities during writing
and publication, the potential ill-uses of ethnographic knowledge, and
a track record of academic hubris. For these reasons, and understandably,
many feminists have been hesitant to intervene in the political dynamics of
local communities, even when gender justice is at stake (Wolf 1992, 6). To
confront this colonial past, other researchers have committed themselves
to ‘activist’, ‘engaged’ or ‘militant’ research and writing (e.g. Rappaport
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1994; Scheper-Hughes 1995). Participatory action research and feminist/
critical ethnographic methodologies empower participants to shape
research agendas to better serve community needs (Katz 1996). This
methodology is meant to give greater control to marginalized communities, respecting their agency and cultural dignity. However, when even
this participatory research functions on essentialized notions of culture, it
cannot do justice or engage in true solidarity across borders (Mohanty
2003).
Furthermore, Elizabeth Velásquez Estrada (Berry et al. 2017, 543) cautions: ‘ …
the very strength of activist research methodology, in its calls for horizontal
dialogue and political alliance, made my gendered sexualized body vulnerable to
gender violence.’ Faced with sexualized threats from her participants within
a ‘hypermasculine social context’ in El Salvador, Velasquez (Berry et al. 2017)
calls for careful consideration of how participatory action research may accidentally reinforce and empower patriarchy. Such horizontal relationships may subordinate racialized female researchers. The answer, therefore, is not to attempt to
avoid intervention into local gender norms, understood through an essentialized
cultural imaginary. The answer is to engage with contested local traditions to coimprovise new roles for the researcher in communities, while acknowledging how
such gender tactics may be limited by the researcher’s race, nationality and class.
In fact, even if political intervention is unintended, rather than part of an
activist research design, it is inevitable. To be a fieldworker is to be a political
presence in a field-site. In other words, the very act of being in a community,
even as an observer, has social implications. Every interaction between
researcher and participants can be understood as a co-performance that
improvises upon variety of scripts and roles that define a universe of relationships (Brigden 2017; Denzin 2003; Gibson-Graham 2008; Hedge 2009; Miles
and Crush 1993; Mountz 2007; Pratt 2000; Rose 1997). Gender scripts
constitute a multitude of masculine and feminine routines, practices and
roles that shape human behaviour (Butler 1990, 272). Their repetition can
unconsciously reinforce notions of gender over time, or it may destabilize the
meaning of man/woman (Butler 1990). As researchers re-enact gender during participant observation and its concomitant social activities, their political presence functions at the interpersonal level. This presence takes shape
well outside of the conduct of research. Researchers influence communities
through the multitude of roles and relationships that they form in the course
of their fieldwork, introducing new ways of thinking, reinforcing old ones,
and simply playing a part in everyday social life. If my experience is any
testament, communities also influence researchers, introducing them to new
ways of understanding themselves.
In a context of gender norms that emphasize the inherent weakness and
vulnerability of women, as well as an environment of pervasive gendered violence,
my body provides an alternative model of femininity. My bare arms impact local
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gender politics, providing an example of female strength powerful enough to
impress or even intimidate some of the men. This destabilization of male ego is
often expressed initially in jest, such as ‘Wow. Your husband must think twice
before he beats you.’ Men often make awkward remarks about how they should be
frightened of me, or jokingly warn their friends that I could hurt them if they get
out of line. Indeed, I have grown accustomed to my body becoming a prop for
men to mock another in their own performances of masculinity. Their laughter
may be a symptom of discomfort with identity dislocation (Butler 1990, 138–139).
I now respond to such kidding with a flex and a wink to demonstrate the
brazenness of my gender subversion, refusing to be embarrassed. Furthermore,
frank commentary about all body-types seems to be a relatively mundane feature
of Central American conversations, rather than a targeted attempt to police my
own form. With this in mind, I write my own part in that particular gender
pantomime, rather than hiding behind the expectation of feminine demureness.
Sport reimagines gender, at times reinforcing hegemonic masculinities, but
at other times, creating opportunities for their subversion (Aitchison 2007;
Cahn 2015; Fogel 2018). The dominant fitness fad for women in El Salvador
is Zumba, a cardio dance class that emphasizes weight loss and obtaining
attractive curves through hip movement. Zumba can be found in all areas of
the city, regardless of the socio-economic class of the neighbourhood. In
Latinx communities in the United States, Zumba has provided a pathway for
personal empowerment, improved well-being and community building
(Fragoza 2014). Similarly, in El Salvador, Zumba studios offer safe spaces
for women and LGBTQI people to gather and build solidarity. Zumba also
offers a vital and rare opportunity for healthy activity in lower class neighbourhoods, where security concerns restrict mobility and lead to sedentary
lifestyles, and where obesity and diabetes are endemic. However, the overall
focus on feminine aesthetics and dance choreography does not challenge
deeply held notions of traditional femininity. While men also participate,
women overwhelmingly fill the rooms for these fitness classes. In an important sense, Zumba is gender sanctioned for women, not co-ed.
In contrast, powerlifting is not gender normative for women. Men constitute the vast majority of Salvadoran powerlifting athletes. The sport of
powerlifting emphasizes strength performance. The goal is to lift as much
weight as possible in one repetition of each event. To do so, athletes must
build considerable muscle, and the emphasis is on growth and technique,
rather than achieving leanness or sexual attractiveness.16 Such physical
strength goals are not traditionally feminine, especially when they may
require some sacrifice of the conventional feminine aesthetic. To be
a female powerlifter in El Salvador is to rebel against notions of feminine
frailty, and sometimes, to disobey social prohibitions against women’s presence in male dominated spaces, like the weight rooms of gyms in low
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income communities. Powerlifting women revalue the female body as
a source of strength, not just beauty.
The pervasive (and perhaps universal) esteem of strength and related values of
discipline and endurance make my subversion of traditional notions of femininity possible, providing the cultural resources for a re-translation of gender
scripts. Powerlifting is not yet common practice for women and the feminine
form tends to be more typically associated with beauty. Nevertheless, the cultural
narratives of strength, discipline and endurance are obviously not the exclusive
domain of First World women. Indeed, a common Salvadoran expression
conveys this counter-narrative of feminine power and recognition of female
strength: ‘la mujer aguanta’ (the woman endures). Thus, powerlifting may be
a novel way to practice and thereby embody a well-accepted alternative gender
norm. As Saba Mahmood (2005, 23) explains in her analysis of women’s
participation in the Egyptian Islamic Revival, norms are not simply performances or constraints, but the embodied practice of values:
"… women learn to analyze the movements of the body and soul in order
to establish coordination between inner states (intentions, movements of
desire and though, etc.) and outer conduct (gestures, actions, speech, etc.)
indeed, this distinction between inner and outer aspects of the self provides
a central axis around which the panopoly of ascetic practices is organized
(Mahmood 2005, 31)."
In this sense, just as the open social space of the Church has its secular
analogue in the gym, religious practice is kindred to strength sport; it is
a coordination between inner states and outer conduct, such that athletic
practice constitutes a person who embodies the values being demonstrated.
While Mahmood (2005, 170) explores how religious practice of modesty and
piety enacts strength of character, powerlifting is a dissimilar secular enactment of a similar character value. Over time, this athletic enactment leaves
visible traces on the body to be read: muscles as a testament to hours of
perseverance and a commitment to withstand discomfort under a load. This
athletic enactment also leaves less visible traces within the internal world and
self-understanding of dedicated powerlifters: a sense of strength and a selfknowledge of her capacity to endure. Thus, corporeal conduct defines the
self, and while powerlifting is not a commonly accepted form of conduct for
Salvadoran women, the underlying values it signifies resonate and create
opportunities for a re-practicing of gender performance.
Of course, Salvadoran women face challenges to gain entry to the world of
powerlifting, which I as a white foreigner can trespass into so easily.17 For
example, one of the very few competitive female powerlifters in El Salvador
explained that if a gang had not driven her husband into exile in the United
States, she never would have discovered the sport. Firstly, she would not have
become despondent as a single mother feeling abandoned and alone in
a dangerous environment, searching for some source of fulfilment. But
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secondly, her husband would have never permitted her time in a gym, due to
his jealousy and possessiveness. In strength training, she discovered her
internal fortitude, and she believes her physical strength and the discipline
required to maintain it set a positive example for her two daughters. The
sport helped her step into her new role as the head of the household, and it
gave her a new sense of belonging. The small cluster of competitive female
powerlifters in El Salvador all know one another. Many of these women tell
similar personal stories of overcoming gendered barriers to learn their sport
and then using that sport to overcome gendered adversities. They also tell of
the joy in their own liberation and self-awareness achieved through athletic
practice.
With their stories in mind, as well as my own experience, I embarked on
a quest to involve more Salvadoran women in my beloved pastime, and this
effort ultimately led to a shared recognition of my new role as La Hormiga.
I developed a curriculum for powerlifting classes with an emphasis on
women’s empowerment, and I implemented the idea in two communities
on the outskirts of the capital city: uncoincidentally, my field sites for my
new project. In the first community, I worked with women involved with
a small NGO with a female empowerment agenda. The class provided a light
addition to the NGO’s core program of wellbeing, microbusiness development, psychological counselling, scholarships for their children, and financial
management training. Our group of fifteen slowly whittled down to six
dedicated members, who dutifully marched to the local gym twice a week
for lessons in nutrition and lifting technique. Often the difficulties of daily
life would get in the way of the women’s gym time: sick children, the
necessity of extra work hours, etc. Three of these women ultimately volunteered to train for and compete in a local powerlifting meet, where I had
sponsored a female beginner category. A grandmother, her daughter and
another mother made their first competitive lifting attempts with their
children and grandchildren cheering for them in a large audience of spectators. At 62 years old, the grandmother has survived both the long-term
imprisonment of her husband and killings of loved ones during the civil
war period, and after that, a tragic mudslide that killed the majority of her
extended family. She now lives in a conflicted urban zone at the borders of
street gangs, where she fears for the safety of the families of her grown
children. At the competition, each successful lift that she accomplished,
however modest, unleashed an outpouring of astonished applause, from
men and women alike. She shattered stereotypes associated with age, class,
and sex. Her enthusiastic embrace of the sport should also shatter researchers’ stereotypes about the alleged rigidity of Salvadoran gender norms.
In the second community, locals asked me to allow young men to participate in the program, because the boys could not safely travel to the gym,
which sat on the contested edges of gang territories. Without access to lifting
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equipment, I redesigned the class, centring on calisthenics for strength:
a combination of push-ups, pull-ups and some high intensity interval training. The classes included boys and girls, men and women, of all ages, and
initially began as gender segregated only to combine as co-ed gradually as
informality increased. When the boys had their first few classes and could
not keep pace with my push-ups, the women stood at the windows giggling.
Every time I returned to the community, a little boy greeted me as ‘the
trainer’, eager to demonstrate the feats of strength he had mastered in the
days I had been away. With the body of La Hormiga, I had become a role
model for girls and boys in a way I never imagined possible for La Monjita.
The Salvadoran community had reimagined me. While I initially envisioned
the powerlifting program as a means to other women’s empowerment,
I personally became empowered through my engagement with them (rather
than the other way around).
In an effort to problematize oversimplified categorization as a ‘native
anthropologist’, Kirin Narayan (1993) points to the intersections of
researcher identity. She asks us to pay attention to a multitude of relationships that cut across personal and professional lives, as opposed to the
conceptual trap of an insider-outsider binary. Similarly, now embodying
a role that has been collectively created within the community, I no longer
consider myself an outsider or an insider. I will never be Salvadoran. I will
never share the precarity of my participants, because my passport (a privilege
of both class and nationality) provides me with safety and mobility. The color
of my skin and my accent mark my privilege. However, the boundaries of
‘identity’, ‘community’ and ‘field site’ are neither fixed nor stable. As
explained by Maya J. Berry et al. (2017, 540):
"… we are not merely conducting research but are connected to the places
where we work through familial ties, diasporic relationships, and investments
in political struggles, all of which hold us accountable even after our departure … . Our entrances and exits do not hinge on geographical border
crossings. In a sense, the field travels with and within our bodies."
As a woman, even without diasporic or familial ties to El Salvador, my
field similarly travels ‘with and within my body.’ For example, I am an active
powerlifter with personal networks through Facebook, Instagram and in
gyms around the world, and images of my body are projected across borders
and distance. A shared language of powerlifting jargon, common knowledges
about supplements and techniques, systems of belief about the efficacy of
approaches, material practices enacted in fitness routines and performance
goals delimit our transnational athletic community. As I run powerlifting
instructional programs in my field sites, I incorporate new members into my
own community, as well as joining theirs. As we remain in touch via social
media in my absences, trading workout advice, holiday greetings and other
news, we blur the lines between ‘here’ and ‘there’, ‘inside’ and ‘outside.’ This
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bringing together of communities cuts across personal/sport competitor/
professional worlds, as well as the borders of nation-states and gender. In
so doing, my presence is an ethical and political act, forging new identities,
empathies and possibility, and it is made possible by our shared values:
strength, endurance, discipline. In a meaningful way, my Salvadoran friends
invented La Hormiga.
Conclusions
These feminist methodological insights were accidental. I did not purposely
change my body to enable a new way of knowing the field. Instead, it was my
fieldwork that motivated the athletic practice that became a corporeal transformation, and then became an analytical transformation. I embraced the powerlifting hobby as I grappled with the physical and emotional consequences of
studying violence along the migration route for over two years during my first
project. The gym became a place I could escape my head, a place of respite from
research and writing on violence. I began to see the weights as a metaphor for
what I could carry, in terms of the stories people had trusted me with during my
research and my ethical obligations to witness the violence that Central
American immigrants endure. As years passed, the weights became a lifestyle,
and then, an important facet of my identity.
In the aftermath of my metamorphosis from La Monjita to La Hormiga,
I became ever more cognizant of how intersections of age, race, class, gender,
sexual orientation and national identity cut across researcher-participant relationships. A subtle difference in the type of woman that I played convincingly
necessitated new strategies for access and safety. As I reflected on these new
strategies, an opening for ‘intimately engaged’ research became clear. My claim
to a non-traditional female role in Salvadoran communities, in some small way,
reinforces an alternative meaning of woman, one that resonates with local values
even while it relies implicitly on my cache as foreigner. As explained by Maya
J. Berry et al. (2017, 559) in their call for ‘fugitive anthropology’:
"In addition to bringing embodiment to the practice of activist anthropology, we must continue to search for new ways to incorporate forms of
praxis that come from outside the academy … working with decentralized,
diffuse feminist political networks as well as more localized feminist organizations strengthened our politics of fugitivity and allowed us to devise
alternative strategies that honoured our embodied experiences. These pathways emerged through the practice of collaboration with other women in the
field, through which we were able to cultivate bonds of caring that extend
beyond our bodies (of work)."
Researchers’ interpersonal relations during fieldwork are profoundly political, and academics too often overlook the transformative potential that
extends ‘beyond our bodies (of work).’ Rather than myopically focus on the
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research process and product, I hope to create space to acknowledge the
intimate political influence of these interpersonal relations. Given the complex professional and security vulnerabilities produced at the nexus of race
and gender, such acknowledgment may not always be feasible, especially for
racialized women. Ultimately, I argue in favor of explicit attention to the
embodied consequences of fieldwork and their challenge to patriarchy at the
field-site. Researcher and research participant can together reimagine gender.
However, for this challenge to succeed, researchers must first jettison their
preconceived notions of ‘Third World women’ and allow fieldwork to transform their own identity.
Notes
1. I hesitated a moment with my answer. The United States? California where I was born
and raised? New York where I attended graduate school? I am not always sure which of
my own identities to claim.
2. I discuss these research performances in Brigden 2017. I am drawing on that discussion
here.
3. The research findings of the fieldwork discussed here have been published in Brigden
2018.
4. This research is ongoing in an early stage and has not yet resulted in any publications.
5. As my height and weight make clear, I am still a petite human. Nevertheless, strangers’
reactions have changed dramatically.
6. I also sometimes receive these reactions outside of El Salvador. On multiple occasions,
I have been stopped at passport control in airports in Europe and the United States,
and asked by migration agents about my exercise routines, or questioned to ascertain
whether I am a professional athlete. Sometimes airport security personnel comment
about the athleticism of my body, in ways that would be more obviously inappropriate
if explicitly gendered or sexualized.
7. See the introduction to this special edition for discussion of this context.
8. Wendy Vogt (2012, 67), reports very similar experiences while conducting research
along the migration route through Mexico.
9. I heard on separate occasions ‘robar’ (which is a more typical flirtation, indicating possession but could be interpeted as stealing my love away from another man) and ‘secuestrar’
(which is a more intimidating verb for kidnap, and less typical phrasing for flirtation).
10. See the introduction to this special journal edition for a discussion of this historical
context.
11. Of course, we should not read too much into the absence of incidents, because luck
clearly plays a role. As a woman, I would never assume that I am safe, either in El
Salvador or the United States.
12. I am not the only woman to report this effect. In fact, weight training may be
a particularly suitable supporting mental health strategy for women who have suffered
gendered violence (MacShane 2014).
13. Working in rural El Salvador, Jocelyn Viterna (2009) also found it necessary to rely on
women as gatekeepers.
14. See also Viterna (2009) for an account of these gendered entry points.

GEOPOLITICS

19

15. For an exploration of sexuality and sexual orientation of anthropologists during fieldwork, see Ashkensazi and Markowitz (1999).
16. In this respect, powerlifting is very different from bodybuilding. Bodybuilders attempt
to achieve a lean, muscular appearance, rather than athletic performance goals.
17. These challenges are not uniquely Salvadoran, nor unique to powerlifting. In the
United States, women face barriers to participation in a wide variety of sports due to
fears of emotional and physiological ‘masculinization’ (Cahn 2015; Fogel 2018). The
struggle for women’s equality in sports continues in the United States and elsewhere.
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