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Abstract

This thesis aims to analyze how low-income communities in Cali, Colombia, responded to the
pressures and constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis of 2020 and 2021. The emergency
measures that the Colombian government implemented to contain the spread of the COVID-19
virus, such as lockdowns and quarantines, as well as the increase on violence from state actors and
illegal armed organizations during the summer of 2021, put unprecedented pressures and
constraints upon low-income communities in Cali. For this reason, this thesis investigates how
civil society groups in low-income communities in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District
in Cali organized and mobilized during the pandemic crisis to respond to these challenges. This
thesis uses ethnographic methods to explore how low-income communities in Cali engaged in
processes of social mobilization during the pandemic crisis, giving special attention to the
neighbourhoods of Polvorines, Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, and Potrero Grande. This thesis
also investigates particular forms of social organization that low-income communities in Cali
employed during the pandemic crisis, such as community Kitchens.

Key words: social mobilization in Latin America, social mobilization in times of crisis, social
movements, state violence in Colombia, social resilience.



Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, civil society groups—defined in this thesis as
“small groups” that foster collective action, the building of identity, and provide communities with
the collective organization to improve the quality of life of their members, “serving as a vehicle
for the distribution and maintenance of collective goods” (Fine and Harrington, 2004, p. 344)—
faced multiple challenges and pressures that obstructed their ability to organize and mobilize due
to strict emergency measures, such as lockdowns and quarantines (Brechenmacher et al 2020, p.
1-2). In Colombia, however, these challenges and pressures that emerged because of emergency
measures during the pandemic also came in hand with the worsening of poverty and inequalities,
which created a more adverse environment for civil society groups in Colombia, particularly those
in low-income areas in rural and urban settings (Amaya, 2020, p. 2).

During the first year of the pandemic in 2020, the Colombia government implemented
programs to assist those who were being affected because of lockdowns, quarantines, and other
emergency measures that tried to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus. The problem was that
these programs, especially in 2020, were insufficient to resolve, or at least stop, increasing rates
of poverty and inequalities. In 2020, programs that were crucial to protect the dignity, rights, and
subsistence of low-income families fell short and excluded millions of low-income families from
accessing these monetary transfers. The programs Solidary Income (ingreso solidario) and
Families in Action (familias en accion) only covered 26% of children in conditions of vulnerability
and marginalization, and only 20% of informal workers received financial assistance from these
programs during such unprecedented times. These programs also provided very precarious
monetary transfers to low-income families. Families in Action, for instance, provided a monetary
transfer of 86 USD a month, which also included an increase of 38 USD (Blofield et al, 2021, p.
116-119).

For this reason, | started to wonder how low-income families in Colombia, especially in
my hometown Cali, were overcoming all these challenges during the pandemic, such as increasing
rates of unemployment and hunger, with such precarious and inefficient state programs. This
question motivated me to propose a thesis to analyze social mobilization in Cali and thus be able
to analyze how low-income communities responded to these pressures and constraints during the
pandemic crisis. This research question, nevertheless, could lead me to various scenarios and

results that 1 was not able to predict in Canada through academic sources. | counted with limited
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academic resources in 2020 on social mobilization in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali during
the pandemic crisis. Most of the information that | had access to came from the local news.
Multiple portals started to cover localized protests that emerged in low-income neighbourhoods in
Cali due to staggering rates of material poverty and hunger, especially when people in Cali started
to hang red rags in their window frames and doors as a symbol of hunger (Semana, 2020,
https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/coronavirus-en-cali-protestan-por-falta-de-
comida/663735/). However, | did not have access to more detailed publications on how social
mobilization was emerging and materializing in these low-income areas of Cali.

Therefore, to remain true to local realities and complexities, | decided to propose a thesis
to study and analyze social organization and social mobilization in low-income communities in
Cali during the first two years of the pandemic crisis through ethnography. However, | wanted to
propose something different in terms of methodologies, or at least to propose an alternative
approach, which is the reason that | decided to travel to Cali and gather my data through
participatory observations and interviews in October of 2021. | decided to travel to Cali and to
employ ethnography because I did not know what to expect in low-income communities in Cali in
terms of social mobilization—whether they mobilized or not was still to be answered—.
Consequently, I decided to design a thesis that could test the ability of low-income communities
in Cali to organize and mobilize during the pandemic crisis.

The reader then should expect an ethnographic analysis on how low-income communities
in Cali responded to the pressures and constraints that emerged during the pandemic crisis. For
this purpose, | will use participatory observations and semi-structured interviews and thus test the
ability of these communities to organize and mobilize in times of crisis within their own contexts
and local circumstances. I decided to use these methods because “ethnography is a sensibility”
(Kubik, 2009, p. 5) that can gather and process the local realities and emotional dimensions of
participants, as well as to process different phenomena through the contexts of low-income
communities in Cali, which is what | aimed for in this research, considering the difficulties that
these communities endured during the pandemic.

This ethnographic approach, as I will explain later, proposed multiple solutions to many of
the problems that I anticipated in Canada and that I also encountered when formulating my thesis
in the field in Colombia, problems that other Latin Americanists have encountered when

conducting research in the region (Cesar Cisneros Puebla, 2011, p. 22-23), such as conducting
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research within the context of informality, state absence, material poverty, and violence. Although
this method proposed effective solutions to my research, it also brought new obstacles that | had
to overcome. First, |1 will explain in this thesis those first assessments and impressions of
conducting research within the context of a society that went through multiple episodes of civil
unrest in 2020 and 2021, which left Cali and its infrastructure in shatters and with a generalized
sense of fear in 2021 (Bravo and Rodriguez, 2021, p. 151-152; Lara, 2021, p. 105-111; Salamanca,
2021). Second, I will also explain the difficulties of doing research in areas of Cali that present
high homicide rates, especially when these homicides are linked to gang- and drug-related violence
(Arana, 2020, p. 83; El Pais, 2022, https://www.elpais.com.co/cali/cifra-de-homicidios-en-cerro-
el-ano-pasado-por-encima-de-los-1-200.html). It is important that the reader understands that this
research is the result of an ethnographic work that was conducted within adverse and dangerous
circumstances, such as the presence of gangs, the lack of public infrastructure, and multiple
manifestations of violent phenomena—challenges and threats that people who live in low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali face daily.

Even though this ethnographic approach made more complex the development of this
research, it allowed me to analyze social mobilization in Cali based on what | was encountering in
the field. Consequently, the literature review of this thesis came to be and grew within the
boundaries of those realities and local complexities that | encountered in the field, which led me
to propose a comparative analysis on how civil society has responded historically to past crises in
Colombia. This approach helped me to have a clear indicator on how civil society mobilized and
responded to structural challenges related to widespread violence and material poverty on past
occasions. In this way, | will be able to point at certain indicators and anticipate how civil society
might have mobilized during the pandemic crisis in Cali based on how civil society has organized
and mobilized in the past in different regions of Colombia, especially those that have faced
multiple crises in rural and urban settings.

This literature review will provide an analysis on past academic works that studied social
mobilization in Colombia, especially in communities that have been facing conditions of
vulnerability and marginalization—from material poverty to the negative effects of violence in
rural and urban settings, especially when adding the effects of the internal armed conflict and the
presence of powerful criminal organizations. | will present this literature review through a tripartite

analysis of violence in Colombia that will allow the reader to grasp the structural challenges that
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low-income communities have historically faced in Colombia. In this way, | separate these ample
manifestations of violence into three categories (unstable politico-legal changes, corruption, and
political violence after democratic openings), where classification makes the understanding of
these structural challenges much easier and visible.

This thesis will also present the challenges of doing fieldwork and gathering data for the
purpose of this thesis after the 2021 National Strike, which consisted of multiple episodes of
widespread protests in Colombia that started in April 2021 after the Duque government presented
a tax and healthcare reform before Congress. The Ley de Solidaridad Sostenible (Sustainable
Solidarity Bill), the backbone of the tax reform, and the structural changes on the General Social
Security System sparked a generalized discontent among many Colombians who saw these
reforms as detrimental to their well-being (CIDH 2021). During these episodes of civil unrest, the
government and groups of armed civilians committed multiple human rights violations, including
the murder, disappearance, and torture of people who participated in the protests (CIDH 2021, p.
46). During spring and summer of 2021, Cali homicide rates of almost 60 per 100,000 inhabitants.
The most violent months of the year were between May and June, which is when the National
Strike took place. During these two months, 331 people were victims of homicides in the city,
meaning that Cali had almost six homicides a day during these months (El Pais, 20221). Poor
people were also victims of repression and criminalization campaigns, where people in middle-
class and wealthy areas of the city started to share information on WhatsApp and other media
platforms describing people in low-income neighbourhoods as “poor, bad, and violent” (Bravo
and Rodriguez, 2021, p. 151). These acts of aporophobia turned low-income populations in the
Highlands and in Agua Blanca into open targets to the police and armed civilians (Bravo and
Rodriguez, 2021, p. 155).

In conclusion, | proposed and designed this thesis to test the ability of low-income
communities in Cali, Colombia, to organize and mobilize during the first two years of pandemic
crisis. For this purpose, | used ethnographic methods to gather and analyze data through the local
realities, complexities, and emotions of participants. This thesis is then designed to test, but also
to capture, how civil society in low-income areas of Cali organized and mobilized their local
communities to respond to structural challenges, such as increasing rates of material poverty and

widespread violence, during the first two years of the pandemic crisis.
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CHAPTER 1
Literature Review, Theoretical Framework, Research Question, and Hypothesis
1.1 Literature Review

Evidence in the literature shows that civil society groups (CSGSs) require an adequate or a
minimum degree of physical (human) safety to play a meaningful role in society. If these
fundamental guarantees of human safety are not met, state-led violence and other manifestations
of violent phenomena could discourage people from engaging in processes of social organization
and social mobilization, especially when those manifestations of violence that emerge in times of
crisis, as Laia Balcells, Spencer Dorsey, and Juan F. Tellez (2019, p. 1742) argue, “supress dissent”
and target those who engage in these processes of social mobilization (Adams, 2017, p. 1-3; also
see Davenport 2014; Garcia-Ponce and Pasquale 2019).

In the Latin American context of what Jenny Pearce calls “chronic violence” (Pearce 2007, p.
7), understood as the sustained presence of widespread lethal and non-lethal violence, the physical
safety of people who engage in social mobilization is significantly more in danger. In Colombia,
for example, the Electoral Observation Commission demonstrated that during the emergency
measures of 2020, when CSGs organized and mobilized their communities to counterbalance the
negative effects of the pandemic, like mass hunger (Dorado, 2020), illegal armed organizations
killed one CSG leader every three days due to their community engagement activities, which
illegal armed organizations considered a challenge (EIl Tiempo, 2020%).

During the same year, the United Nations also argued that targeted violence against CSG
leaders in Colombia posed the most significant threat to the consolidation of peace (United
Nations, 2020). Therefore, the literature, until this point, was leaning towards the idea that targeted
violence against people who participate in social mobilization, especially against leaders of CSGs,
would result in lower rates of social mobilization in times of crisis in Colombia (Skocpol and
Morris 1999, p. 2). However, despite this evidence of widespread violence against those who
mobilize in Colombia, the theoretical and historical discussions about processes of social

organized and mobilization in times of crisis in Colombia resulted more complex than simply
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505330
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arguing that violence emerge in times of crisis in Colombia, will obstruct the ability of CSGs to
organize and mobilize their communities.

The analysis of Colombian scholar Saul Franco (2018, p. 18) proposes that Colombia has gone
through a “generalization, complexity and degradation” (Franco, 2003, p. 22) of violence during
the intensification of the internal armed conflict. In order to tackle how such overwhelming effects
in society may affect social mobilization and avoid the dangers of an ‘endless’ discussion of
violence in Colombia (see Dest, 2021; Ariza et al, 2021), | will propose a tripartite understanding
of violence in Colombia, which will provide a filter through which one can analyze some of the
most important challenges under which CSGs have organized and mobilized their communities in
times of crisis. For this purpose, | argue that social mobilization within the context of violence in
Colombia requires the analysis and inclusion of an unstable political and post-conflict context that
bring numerous important changes, political corruption (e.g., embezzlement), and political
violence. | propose this tripartite understanding of violence to understand how multiple phenomena
related to violence and poverty, which are inherent components during episodes of crisis in
Colombia, have affected CSGs when organizing and mobilizing in times of crisis (Botello, 2004,
p. 35-36).

First, the literature shows that CSGs in Colombia have organized and mobilized through
unstable political changes, where laws are enforced depending on the interests of the elected
government, especially when a peace process, whether with guerillas or paramilitaries, is in the
negotiation or implementation stage. Nobody speaks better about these legal discussions than
Eduardo Pizarro (2017, p. 17-21), who argues that Colombia has gone through major constitutional
reforms and legal changes due to its complex peace processes with guerillas and paramilitaries
after the 1960s. Between 1981 and 2016, for example, the Colombian government has negotiated,
providing legal concessions and even reopening the Constitution, with countless guerrillas and
paramilitaries, including the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) , the M-19, and
the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia.

During the past three decades, the Colombian government has negotiated the end of hostile
activities with three major illegal armed organizations: the M-19 in the early 1990s, the United
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia in the early 2000s, and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia in 2016. These peace processes brought new political and legal changes that were very

important in the political and democratic transformation of the country, such as the formation of



the National Assembly in 1991, the writing of the 1991 Constitution, the implementation of La
Jurisdiccion Especial para la Paz (Special Jurisdiction of Peace, as of 2016), and the proposition
of major rural and political reforms that emerged from the M-19 and the 2016 peace processes
(Pizarro, 2017, p. 195-200; and 375).

Monroy Melendez, Yira Rosa, and Darly Velasquez (2018, p. 56-57) argue that although these
political and legal changes that emerged from peace processes were supposed to pressure the
Colombian government to end the conflict through major reforms and provide a “comprehensive
care and reparations for all the victims”, they have not always worked in the benefit of victims,
who, very often, happen to be members and leaders of CSGs that require special attention from
the government, particularly in terms of physical protection and legal and monetary reparations.
The incapacity or unwillingness of the different Colombian governments to enforce these new
political and legal changes, such as those that emerge from peace processes, have resulted in
“recycled cycles of violence” (Sanchez, 2022, p. 199; Venegas, 2021, p. 8), where the unstable
conditions and resistance to the implementation of these political and legal changes have
intensified manifestations of violent phenomena in multiple regions of Colombia.

The 2016 peace process is an excellent example of how the incapacity of the Colombian
government to implement the political and legal changes of the 2016 peace process, such as
agreements on non-forced coca eradication projects and productive rural projects, as well as
agreements on the protection of members and leaders of CSGs in rural areas, have
disproportionally affected CSGs in different regions of Colombia, who have suffered the territorial
disputes among existing and emerging illegal armed organizations that compete against each other
for territory, the control of coca fields, and drug trafficking routes (CNMH, 2020; United Nations
2019* United Nations, 2022°). Indepaz, one of the most active non-governmental organizations in
the study of violence in Colombia, demonstrated that these unstable political and legal changes
have resulted in the strengthening ofillegal armed organizations in multiple rural regions of
Colombia, which, in turn, have resulted in the selective killing of 1,327 CSGs leaders and human
rights activists in Colombia between November of 2016 and March of 2022 (Gonzalez, 2022°).

4 https://news.un.org/es/story/2022/01/1502572
5 https://news.un.org/es/story/2019/12/1467341
8 https://indepaz.org.co/parenlamasacre/
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The University of the Andes (20227) also provided a well-developed report on the progress of
the 2016 peace process, which demonstrated that this peace process is not fulfilling the timeline
for the execution of multiple political and legal agreements. The authors argue that between the
fourth and the sixth year, the 2016 peace process was supposed to have a 50% completion average,
especially when compared with other countries that implemented similar peace processes.
However, the reality is that after five years of implementation, the 2016 peace process only
completed 28% of what parties agreed, which leaves victims, especially CSGs leaders and former
guerrilla fighters, in a vulnerable legal limbo, especially in terms of physical protection, access to
judicial institutions, and monetary reparations.

The unstable implementation of these political and legal changes, manifested through the lack
of “resources for land restitution programs” (University of the Andes, 2022), the slow progress on
victim reparation programs (only 15% of victims had been compensated by August of 2021), the
lack of protection to CSG leaders and human rights activists, and the lack of funding for productive
projects in rural areas have resulted in the intensification of violence due to the arrival of other
illegal armed organizations after the retreat of FARC. According to the Special Jurisdiction for
Peace Report (20218), there was a “reactivation of the armed conflict” in multiple regions of
Colombian in 2021, where new and existing illegal armed organizations occupied territories
formerly controlled by FARC as a result of the unstable implementation of political and legal
changes proposed within the framework of the 2016 peace agreements, leaving many Colombians
at the mercy of these illegal armed organizations that seek to expand their territorial control and
military power and thus their finances, such as the National Liberation Army (ELN).

Therefore, one can say that although the Colombian government has proposed new political
and legal changes to resolve conflicts through diplomatic means, the reality is that these political
and legal changes have not always worked in favour of victims, especially leaders and members
of CSGs, due to the unwillingness, especially during president lvan Duque’s government that
succeeded the 2016 Peace Agreement with the FARC which had been concluded by the former
government of president Juan Manuel Santos. In fact, Carlos Perez (2018, p. 95-96) argues that

leaders and members of CSGs in Colombia have paid a really high price when the government has

7 https://uniandes.edu.co/es/noticias/dificultades-y-propuestas-sobre-la-implementacion-del-acuerdo-de-paz-
firmado-entre-el-gobierno-colombiano-y-las-farcep

8 https://www.jep.gov.co/Paginas/En-2021-el-conflicto-armado-se-reactivi%eC3%B3-en-12-zonas-del-
pa%C3%ADs,-dio-a-conocer-la-UlA-de-la-JEP.aspx
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proposed new political and legal changes, like it happened in the 2016 peace process, where the
unstable implementation of political and legal changes proposed by the 2016 peace process
resulted in new cycles of violence that disproportionally affected members and leaders of CSGs,
who illegal armed organization considered a threat to their operations and territorial expansion
(also see Trejos, 2017). The constant “instability of both laws and their normative references”
during periods of political and legal changes have not brought tangible guarantees for members
and leaders of CSGs in Colombia, as they were supposed to do. Instead, these political and legal
changes have brought new dangerous challenges that leaders and members of CSGs must face
every day (Lemaitre and Bergtora, 2015, p. 10).

The literature also points that political corruption, such as the misappropriation of public funds,
has also been a major structural problem for members and leaders of CSGs, as well as for the entire
population of regions that present higher cases of political corruption. The literature says, for
example, that those regions of Colombia that presented higher rates of violence and human rights
violations, such as the case of the Pacific and the Caribbean regions, also presented higher rates of
political corruption and thus imposing major challenges upon the local population, especially in
terms of human development and economic growth (Gamarra, 2016, p. 36-37; Alvarez and
Gonzalez, 2012, p. 70-71; Gamarra, 2016, p. 36-37; Horbath, 2004, p. 231).

Buenaventura, an important city port located on the Pacific coast of Colombia, just few hours
from Cali, is one of those critical cases in Colombia where rampant cases of corruption have
resulted in negative impacts on the local economic development and human capital. In 2017, the
former mayor, Eliecer Arboleda, misappropriated around two million US dollars from money that
was intended to pay for new public services, schools, and the new local hospital. Before that, in
2015, also the former mayor of the city, Felix Ocoro, was sentenced to eight-teen years in prison
for embezzlement. He misappropriated more than 5,5 million US dollars from the city budget,
affecting the construction and the provision of new public goods and services (Corrupcién al Dia,
20229).

Political corruption, manifested through the lack of public funds towards education, healthcare,
public infrastructure, and social programs, have led most of the population in Buenaventura to live
inside what Jairo Nunez and Alberto Carvajal call the “poverty trap” (Nunez and Carvajal, 2017,

p. 12). The lack of these fundamental goods and services in Buenaventura, as a consequence of

9 https://corrupcionaldia.com/sobre-nosotros/
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corruption, have contributed and reproduced staggering rates of violence and material poverty due
to the lack of life opportunities and dignity for the local population, which, in turn, have affected
members and leaders of CSGs in this city and in other low-income regions of Colombia with
similar rates of corruption. This lack of resources has strengthened illegal armed organizations in
Buenaventura due to the lack of public investments and feasible life opportunities for the local
population, which have also led to increasing rates of targeted violence against members and
leaders of CSGs whose work aims to change these local realities of violence and corruption (HRW,
2021 also see Sinisterra et al, 2020; Garcia and Delgado 2016; Molinares and Reyes, 2013, p.
8).

This analysis comes if one envisions the consequences of corruption through a “comprehensive
perspective on the nature and role of resources” and understands resources as this whole network
of public goods and service that societies have at their disposal (Edwards and McCarthy, 2004, p.
117). This approach on corruption can then explain the difficulties that members and leaders of
CSGs must face when discussing how the lack of this whole comprehensive package of resources
(e.g., public infrastructure, hospitals, schools) in their communities have reproduced material
poverty and contributed to new cycles of violence (Jenkins, 1983, p. 530; see Molinares and Reyes,
2013). Therefore, the absence of this comprehensive package of resources, such as the case of
Buenaventura, have forced members and leaders of CSGs to operate in contexts of widespread
material poverty and violence (see Gonzales, 2017, chapter 2; see Santisteban, 2020)

The political violence after processes of democratic openings is also a good indicator to analyze
the obstacles through which multiple CSGs have organized and mobilized in Colombia. Even
though the Colombian government has opened important channels for political participation to
historically disadvantaged populations during the past 30 years (see Gomez, 2019; Buitrago et al
2018, p. 33-34), these political opportunities have arrived with great risks, where members and
leaders of CSGs have been systematically victims of selective killings, death threats, and political
persecution when participating and taking advantage of these democratic openings (Castro et al,
2020, p. 2-3), because of the opposition of other political actors, namely non state armed groups,

who oppose these openings for civil society in order to preserve the status quo.

10 https://www.hrw.org/es/report/2021/02/10/lideres-desprotegidos-y-comunidades-indefensas/asesinatos-de-
defensores-de

10


https://www.hrw.org/es/report/2021/02/10/lideres-desprotegidos-y-comunidades-indefensas/asesinatos-de-defensores-de
https://www.hrw.org/es/report/2021/02/10/lideres-desprotegidos-y-comunidades-indefensas/asesinatos-de-defensores-de

For example, the 1991 Constitution opened new channels for political participation and social
organization that benefited ethnic minorities, especially Indigenous communities that started to
form their own constituted associations, which gave Indigenous Peoples ideal political guarantees
(Villa and Houghton, 2004, p. 14-15). However, as William Villa and Juan Houghton (2004, p.
20) argue, the reality is that leaders and members of Indigenous CSGs have been victims of
“political violence”from groups that oppose social changes for marginalized communities.
Therefore, illegal armed organizations have disproportionally targeted leaders and authorities of
Indigenous CSGs that had taken these democratic openings in their advantage to protect and
represent their communities.

The situation of the Nasa People in Cauca, located on the Pacific coast south of Cali, is one of
the main examples of how the opening of democratic channels that aimed to benefit historically
disadvantaged groups have not worked in the advantage of Indigenous CSGs in Colombia. lllegal
armed organizations have targeted those leaders and members of Indigenous CSGs that have
assumed a political leadership in their communities, especially those who defend their ancestral
territory from illegal economic activities. lllegal armed organizations have killed multiple
Indigenous leaders in their attempt to erode Indigenous political leadership and to gain more
territorial control, even killing Indigenous leaders in front of their children and family (United
Nations, 202211).

Eduardo Arias (2015, p. 156-157) also explains how democratic openings during the 1980s
that benefited left-wing political parties in Colombia resulted in the extermination of the Patriotic
Union Party, where traditional political parties in collaboration with paramilitaries killed more
than “5,000 of its leaders over the course of 20 years, from 1985 to 2005, including 2 presidential
candidates (Jaime Pardo Leal and Bernardo Jaramillo Ossa), 8 parliamentarians, 13 deputies, 11
mayors and 70 councilmen”. Arias also argues that these democratic opening also resulted in the
assassination of presidential candidate Carlos Galan, who remains one of the most important
political figures in Colombia and who challenged the status quo of traditional politics.

Scholars and international organizations on human rights have consistently given the example
of the 2021 National Strike as one those instances where multiple structural challenges emerged

and cohabitated, affecting members and leaders of CSGs in Colombia. During these episodes of

11 https://www.ohchr.org/es/press-releases/2022/03/colombia-un-expert-says-killings-nasa-indigenous-human-
rights-defenders
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manifestations, the Colombian government responded, as Santiago Nifio says, with “deployed
violence” against those who were protesting (2021, p. 63), which raised concerns about the
democratic nature of the Duque government among the international community. Although the
1991 Constitution recognizes the right to life and to protest, following as well international treaties
on human rights, Camilo Umana (2021, p. 10) argues that there was an “increase in cases of
indiscriminate, excessive and disproportionate use of firearms against demonstrators by the
security forces or armed civilians” during the National Strike. The international community also
argued that “the high number of reports of human rights violations resulting from the excessive
use of force in the context of social protests” (Nifio, 2021, p. 86) were worrisome in Colombia.
The laws and legal guarantees that the current constitution offers did not stop or at least mitigate
the “excessive and disproportionate use of force” by the police, anti-riot police, among other forces
of the Colombia government against civil society (Nino, 2021, p. 84). This thesis will discuss the
analysis, including the consequences and effects, of the 2021 National Strike in further chapters,
especially in chapter 3.

These three points of analysis (unstable political and legal changes, political corruption, and
political violence after democratic opening) can really express the widespread violence and
structural obstacles that CSGs have operated when organizing and mobilizing their communities
in times of crisis in Colombia. This literature approach can show that CSGs in Colombia have
operated and defended their communities in a no-win situation, where, as Andree Garces (2018,
p. 72-74) holds, “systematic and widespread” violence, material poverty, stigmatization, and
criminalization against their members and leaders have played a major role in the way CSGs in
Colombia have organized and mobilized in times of crisis to advance social justice and peace in
their territories (also see Gonzalez et al, 2022).

However, despite these structural obstacles related to widespread violence and repression,
Laura Taylor (2016, p. 146) argues that Colombia has had a “vibrant civil society” and that
members and leaders of CSGs have engaged in social mobilizations throughout multiple crises for
many decades, especially those crises related to violence (Fernandez et al, 2004). Sandra Bautista
(2012, p. 65 and chapter 2) also argues that CSGs have engaged in “high-risk collective action”,
especially in rural areas, to transform their realities of violence into realities of resistance and
dignity through peaceful social mobilizations. The General Report of the Historical Memory

Group (2013, p. 367) also highlighted the importance of CSGs during the intensification and
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degradation of the internal armed conflict in multiple rural regions of Colombia, where members
and leaders of CSGs “saved, helped, and protected” victims across the country at the expense of
their own lives. The literature here starts to show consistent indicators that CSGs have engaged in
processes of social organization and social mobilization throughout multiple crises despite the
risks and structural obstacles (McAdam, 1986; Bautista, 2012).

Mary Roldan (2010, p. 66) and Pablo Ortega (2009) argue that CSGs in high-conflict regions
in Colombia have developed strong traditions of “citizen participation” despite suffering from
“selective and sporadic violence” for many decades. The literature points that rural populations
have developed “strong familial, social, and religious networks” (Roldan, 2010, p. 69; Villa and
Avendano, 2017), which, in turn, have maintained strong bonds in high-conflict regions and have
encouraged CSGs to protect their communities and territories despite the risks. For example, CSGs
in the Oriente region have created multiple collective initiatives against illegal armed organizations
during episodes of violence intensification, especially in areas where drug cartels and illegal armed
organizations have disproportionally targeted the local population. Consequently, the literature
here remains consistent that CSGs have actively engaged in social mobilization in times of crisis,
especially during periods of sustained violence in high-conflict regions in Colombia (see Roldan
2010).

The literature continues to show that CSGs in Colombia, especially those in conditions of
marginalization and vulnerability, have historically thrived to “demonstrate their strength as a
community” in times of crisis, especially when facing dangerous opponents, such as illegal armed
organizations and drug cartels (Roldan 2010, p. 68). This literature review is crucial to understand
social mobilization in Colombia because despite the overwhelming sense of hopelessness during
periods of crisis (see Pecaut 1999), CSGs in the country have organized and mobilized their
communities against multiple local problems and violent phenomena, even in regions where the
internal armed conflict, land dispossession, and drug trafficking remained a pressing obstacle for
many decades (see Bautista, 2012).

Following the ideas of Kristian Stokke (2017, p. 194-195), the granting of legal status is
important when defining the concept of modern citizenship. Nevertheless, the author explains that
beyond the legal status, the concept of modern citizenship also requires other elements, such as
membership, rights, and participation. For this reason, Stokke emphasizes that one of the main

characteristics of modern citizenship is not so much the granting of legal status as such, but the set
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of rights that are intrinsically linked to the concept of formal citizenship. This thesis is also
supported by Brian Gran and Thomas Janoski (2002, p. 3-4) who also hold that citizenship has
political, social, and civil rights that go beyond the granting of legal status. in Colombia, however,
there are multiple obstacles that have historically restricted the ability of Colombians to exercise
these important elements of modern citizenship, such as political participation. In Colombia,
however, exercising these elements of citizenship, such as political participation and social
leadership, can lead to dangerous consequences and thus obstructing the ability of people and
communities from exercising their full citizenship (see Alvarado, 2019; Gutierrez et al, 2020).

In the context of Colombia, the literature says that phenomena linked to political violence have
obstructed the ability of CSGs to fully exercise their most fundamental rights, especially those
associated to political rights. For instance, Ariel Avila (2019, p. 63-98) explains that between 1991
and the early years of the 2000s, illegal armed organizations systematically killed, threatened, and
disappeared CSGs leaders in multiple rural regions of the country, especially those regions with
high rates of drug trafficking and land dispossession. This systematic violence against CSGs
leaders in these regions hampered the ability of many rural communities to fully exercise the most
fundamental elements of modern citizenship, such as political rights. In many regions of Colombia,
many CSGs leaders who occupied public offices were forced to resign by illegal armed
organizations. Those who refused were forced into exile, murdered, or disappeared.

The literature says that during the 1990s and early 2000s, paramilitary structures persecuted
and exterminated left-wing CSGs and political parties under the counterinsurgency discourse. The
case of the left-wing Patriotic Union party is one of the main examples that the literature offers
regarding violence against CSGs in low-income and working-class communities, which resulted
in the persecution, forced disappearance, torture, and murder of countless CSGs leaders, especially
those linked to social causes. The percussion of the Patriotic Union eventually obstructed the
ability of CSGs to exercise their political rights for decades to come, particularly those CSGs
linked to the advancement of social justice. During this overt persecution against the Patriotic
Union, more than a thousand politicians and members of this political party were murdered or
disappeared, which ultimately led to the dissolution of the political party and marked more than
two decades of absence of mainstream socialist parties in Colombia. In 2016, former president

Juan M. Santos, in representation of the Colombian government, acknowledged the responsibility
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of the Colombian government in the “political genocide” of the Patriotic Union (Verdad Abierta

2021; Rodriguez 2017; Ramirez 2019).

1.1.2 Conclusion of the Literature Review

Although members and leaders of CSG in Colombia have faced multiple structural
challenges when organizing and mobilizing their communities in times of crisis, the literature
review of this thesis concludes that CSGs in Colombia have historically rose to the challenge of
promoting the rights of their communities and territories within the context of widespread
violence, material poverty, and the structural challenges explained previously, such as dangerous
political openings and unstable shifting legal frames (Forero and Capera, 2020, p. 222-223; Caro,
2019, p. 157-158). The internal armed conflict, forced displacement, targeted violence against
members and leaders of CSGs, and other social phenomena related to widespread violence have
always clashed against the strength of CSGs that are always willing to mobilize for peace,
democracy building, and social justice. The literature states that members and leaders of CSGs
have changed their realities of violence and material poverty into realities of peace and
reconciliation through social mobilization for many decades in Colombia, even at the expense of
their own lives (see Garrido, 2019; Mouly 2018; Van Teijlingen and Dupuits, 2021).

However, this literature review also requires the exploration of what other academic works
say regarding the organizational nature of CSGs, especially within the context of a “historical
absence and weak presence of the state” in low-income neighbourhoods and communities in
Colombia, which is where most CSGs operate (Trejos and Luquetta, 2014, p. 43; see Lara-
Rodriguez et al, 2020). In the face of this issue, CSGs have served as the permanent institutional
network in low-income communities in rural and urban settings, to the point of even providing
fundamental goods and services to the community, such as the provision of water (see Roa et al,
2015). The literature then seems to indicate that CSGs provide more than fundamental goods and
services to their communities. The next section of this thesis will discuss the organizational nature

of CSGs in Colombia within the context of state absence.
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1.1.3 Problématique: The Legitimization Processes of CSGs

Between 2020 and 2021, when emergency measures were imposed to contain the spread
of the COVID-19 virus, the state assumed an orthodox “corporatist” attitude and prioritized the
interests of the wealthiest families and largest corporations at the expense of the most vulnerable,
which facilitated these privileged sectors of society to use state subsidies to protect their own
economic interests (Diaz and Prado 2021, p. 10-12; Atwood, 2003; Diaz and Prado 2021, p. 10).
During those difficult months of strict emergency measures, where people were forced into their
homes and local economies were closed, the state offered multi-million-dollar subsidies to the
wealthiest families and corporations of the country while offering only small subsidies to the
poorest families (Infobae 2021; Portfolio 2022). Consequently, the “construction of citizenship”
landed in the hands of poor people as opposed to landing in the hands of the state (Diaz and Prado
2021, p. 10-12). In the end, people in low-income neighborhoods had no other choice but to
organize and mobilize to provide their people with fundamental goods and services, such as water
and food (Sassone, 2007; Diaz and Prado 2021, p. 11).

CSGs in Colombia, as well as in other countries that suffer from high rates of poverty and
violence in the Global South, have also functioned as non-state platforms to legitimize the social
mobilizations and struggles of disadvantaged people, especially before benefactors and supporters.
In due time, CSGs in Colombia have demonstrated to be competent non-state actors in the delivery
of public goods and services, as well as in the provision of informal platforms to propose local
solutions for local problems (see Cadena, 2020). Therefore, one can argue that, in addition to
having taken on the challenge of mobilizing to promote peace in times of crisis and violence, CSGs
became ethically defensible non-state actors that provided effective non-state planforms for
community-based solutions. This, in turn, collected an immense social legitimization within and
beyond their neighborhoods due to their work in advancing the well-being and wellness of their
people, especially when the state did not provide institutional platforms for the resolution of local
problems in low-income communities (Ahedo, 2020, p. 64-65; Hearits, 1995, p. 2-3).

In times when poor people in the Global South were more worried about dying of hunger
rather than dying of COVID-19, CSGs provided the “rightful and proper” (Epstein, 1972, p. 1702-
3) organizational structure to legitimize the social mobilization of the poor in times of crisis and
to design community-based solutions for multiple local issues (see Burt, 1992 Waterman, 2004),

which, in turn, attracted resources from outsiders that sympathized with their cause and with their

16



shared sense of social justice (Doocy et al., 2019; Luna, 2018). CSGs allowed people in low-
income neighbourhoods to gather, discuss, and design local solutions for local problems through
community participation, especially when the state was not providing these platforms for public
discussions and solutions (see Burt, 1992 Waterman, 2004).

People wanted to help during the crisis, but they did not want to do so through formal
institutions of the state for multiple reasons, including issues of legitimization and trust. Instead,
people preferred to donate to local networks of solidarity carried out by local CSGs because they
knew their donations were in better hands. Consequently, one can argue that CSGs offered an “on-
going process of reason giving” (Francesconi, 1982, p. 49) that legitimized social mobilization,
attracted resources from outsiders, provided an effective organizational structure, built
partnerships with outside benefactors, and delivered goods and services to their neighborhoods
during times of crisis. The evidence then suggests that CSGs are important non-state actors that
are at the core when understanding and analyzing both social organization and social mobilization

in times of crisis in Colombia (Ramirez and Pinzon, 2015m p. 61-62).

1.2 Theoretical Framework: Theorizing and Conceptualizing Solidarity in Colombia

The theoretical framework of this research wants to introduce a theoretical explanation
regarding why CSGs in low-income communities in Colombia have organized and mobilized so
actively in times of crisis for so many decades, especially during the pandemics and National
Strike, when the cost of organizing and mobilizing has always been so high in Colombia. This
theoretical framework wants to discuss and present, in other words, the main principles and
concepts that can provide an academic justification respecting why countless CSGs in low-income
communities in Colombia have organized and mobilized their communities in the creation of
community-based solutions in times of crisis regardless of the risks.

Monica Espinosa (2007, p. 54-56) argues that the “social memory” of Indigenous Peoples in
Colombia, for instance, is an excellent example to show that the concept of resistance cannot be
understood without the concept of solidarity in Colombia. These processes of social organization
and mobilization that occur in marginalized and vulnerable sectors in Colombia are not tethered
to individual crisis. Instead, these processes of organization and mobilization are related to the

collective memory of those who suffer (Doran, 2020, p 58-59), and "such memory gives meaning
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to the demands for justice, land and autonomy, and transforms suffering into a political artifact
that gives meaning to collective forms of solidarity and resistance.” (p. 56).

Laura Taylor (2016, p. 146) explains that CSGs in Colombia have demonstrated that
solidarity among their members is what have really encouraged them to help each other during
times of crisis instead of that primal instinct for survival that | presented earlier. Their active
willingness and desire to offer effective solutions against poverty, violence, and social exclusion
despite the sustained violence that they face is key to understanding that there is something more
profound and long-lasting behind social mobilization in Colombia. For this reason, Cindy Monroy,
Diana Castillo, Natalia Corredor Parra, and Johana Rivera Izquierdo (2014, p. 47-51) argue that
these processes of social organization and mobilization in the study of social movements in
Colombia, such as La Mesa Amplia Nacional Estudiantil (National Student Broad Table),
incorporate the “construction of solidarity through collective participation” (put the precise page
here, not just 47-51) where these solidarity and communal values enrich processes of social
engagement and cohesion. These authors conclude, by giving the example of the National Student
Broad Table, that solidarity among people, as well as other values associated to communal values,
such as social justice and equality, are at the centre of their social organization and mobilization
processes, and is what have fostered social mobilization for so long in other social movements in
Colombia despite what Jenny Pearce (2007, p. 7) calls “chronic violence” (also see Rojas, 2021).

This is when the concept of solidarity emerges as the best concept to explain social
mobilization in Colombia in times of crisis, which resembles those ideas of “solidarity networks”
that Janel Smith has proposed within the study of social mobilization in ethnically diverse societies
that face challenging obstacles, such as high rates of violence and material poverty (Smith, 2009
p. 466). 1 am proposing solidarity as the theoretical foundation of resistance and social
mobilization in Cali, Colombia, during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis considering that solidarity
is not only a concept that | can theorize, but also a word that is frequently used and understood in
the popular lexicon of low-income communities in Cali.

This concept of solidarity that | am presenting for this research navigate through those
ideas of “uneventful activism” that have been proposed by Kerstin Jacobsson and Elzbieta
Korolczuk (2020 p. 139) in the study of CSGs that have organized and mobilized through “low-
key, small scaled” forms of social mobilization and that the mainstream media, local elites, and

the state often disregard as legitimate ways of social mobilization (Koobak et al. 2021, p. 126).
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This is not to say that large social mobilizations are not important in the understanding of CSGs
and social mobilization in Colombia (see Libal and Kashwan, 2020). Instead, as Victor Barrera
(2015, p. 69-70) argues, this “great wealth of communal organizations” that operate through their
small-scaled networks of solidarity in Colombia provide a more accurate theoretical foundation to
evaluate how CSGs organized and mobilized their communities in times of crisis in Cali—not
doing so would lead to the exclusion of this extensive and diverse universe of community-based
social mobilizations that are so important in the understanding of social mobilization in low-
income communities in Colombia, including Cali (della Porta 2008; Scott 1990, p. 200).

The theoretical discussion of solidarity that [ am proposing is then, as D’ Auria et al. would
describe it, aiming at “unpack[ing] solidarity through civic action” and how solidarity becomes
the main engine that pushes members and leaders of CSGs to organize and mobilize their
communities for the well-being and wellness of their people through community-based strategies
regardless of the risks (D’Auria et al., 2019 p. 80). Therefore, solidarity is then understood as those
“everyday relations” that occur within civil society and that aim at improving the quality of life of
individuals and communities either through locally coordinated mobilizations or sporadic actions,
as opposed to large and well-organized social mobilizations (D’Auria et all, 2019 p. 80-81).

First, this theorization of solidarity, as proposed by William Sewell (1996, p. 262)
recognizes the power of small events and attributes those small events the power to “transform”
society during times of crisis. This means that networks of solidarity within communities, although
invisible for outsiders, the media, and bystanders, can have larger effects in society. Therefore,
their community-based nature does not mean that they are meaningless in the understanding of
how social movements operate and how social change occur (Fuchs, 2016, p.111; see Steup et all,
2018). For this reason, although the mainstream media and the public have placed special attention
to large social mobilizations and have considered small social movements and small events
irrelevant (Biggs, 2018, p. 351), this theoretical framework argues that small events are crucial in
the understanding of social mobilization in Colombia, which is an attribute that emerges from their
“transformative effect” (Sewell, 1996: 270).

Second, and continuing with the ideas of William Sewell (1996, p. 262), this theoretical
framework sustains that solidarity contributes to the process through which “collective experiences
develop” during processes of social organization and mobilization, which, in turn, encourage

action and interaction that shape the identity of the collective. Unlike large social mobilizations
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and social movements, where large amounts of people act and interact in the building of the
collective identity and mission statement of the movement, small movements and collectives still
preserve a “small, trust-bound affinity” that maintains the group unified (Gillan, 2020, p. 529).
Cristina Flesher (2010, p. 394) offers an analysis on the relation between collective action and the
formation of collective identity, which contributes to the discussions of this theoretical framework.
Flesher presents the work of Nancy Whittier and Verta Taylor (1992, p. 105) and Guobin Yang
(2000, p. 381-382), especially the work of Whittier and Taylor, who argue that collective identity
“derives from members’ common interests, experiences and solidarity” and thus showing the
profound relationship between collective action and identity formation during processes of social
mobilization. Therefore, this theoretical framework gives these actions and interactions in small
events during periods of social mobilization the power of creating collective experiences that
eventually frame collective identities.

Third, Donatella della Porta (2008 p. 48) argues that small social mobilizations “produce
effects not only [...] on the authorities or the public opinions but also on the movement actors
themselves”, meaning that these small processes of social mobilization produce “effects” on
political authorities (e.g., law enforcement agencies, local governments, political parties), the
public opinion, bystanders, and participants through collective action. This means that this
theoretical framework assigns small events and social movements within communities the power
of engaging and influencing outsiders, especially in terms of support, opinion, and perception
(Swim et al, 2019, p. 2-3). Consequently, the effects of small social movements can reach outside
of the intimacy of their own communities, movements, and people.

Moreover, these effects that solidarity triggers, as della Porta also argues (2008 p. 48), have
a high “cognitive, relational, and emotional” effect on participants and bystanders, which is
fundamental to understanding those emotions linked to solidarity during times of crisis in low-
income communities in Cali. For instance, these networks of solidarity promote a sense of
“plurality” that unifies groups despite their differences due to the way people connect to each other
emotionally (della Porta, 2008 p. 48), which is an important factor within the context of societies
that have high rates of multiculturalism and socioeconomic inequalities, such as the case of Cali.
For this reason, solidarity triggers an “identity building” component that transcends material
demands and differences, which, in turn, opens the discussion to more abstract demands, such as

the preservation of identities, culture, and history of communities (della Porta, 2008, p. 48-49).
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Therefore, this theoretical framework, following the ideas of Tianna Paschel and Mark
Sawyer (2008, p. 202) in the study of Afro-Brazilian movements, argues that small events and
small social movements have the power to bring new dimensions into social mobilization, such as
issues related to “discrimination, inequality, and the history of the brutality and resistance” and
thus highlighting “the historic and cultural significance of this figure and these communities”.
Therefore, small events and social movements can have the power to address and to propose local
solutions to issues related to postmaterialist demands, even within the context of societies that are
still trapped within prematerialist socioeconomic conditions (Dobson, 2016, p. 50-51; see Paschel
and Sawyer, 2008). This theoretical framework, to resume, sustains that small events can also have
the power to address postmaterialist issues in circumstances where “physical sustenance and
safety” seem more important than “belonging, self-expression, and the quality of life” (Dobson,
2016, p. 51; see Bustillo, 2021).

Although this theoretical framework includes the identity component of solidarity and how
this creates bonds that can eventually lead to the “challenge of culture” and other structural changes
in society, where marginalized and excluded groups challenge the hegemonic culture and oppose
social structures within their societies and thus push their own agendas in the name of social justice
and inclusion (della Porta, 2008, p. 48-49). This theoretical framework does not ignore the fact
that solidarity can also have a dividing effect that might lead to what Heinz Hollan calls (1982, p.
868) “class antagonism”, which might affect society in a more general sense. Therefore, although
della Porta (2004) argues that solidarity can produce strong social bonds in disadvantaged
communities that contribute to these processes of social mobilization, della Porta (2008 p. 50) also
recognizes that solidarity can create “alliances and opponents” during “cycles of protests” that
encourage one social group to mobilize and act against other social groups that are perceived as
the rivals.

In conclusion, the theoretical framework of this research will facilitate the analysis of these
small social mobilizations and small events and what they trigger in society. The theorization of
small social mobilizations is meant to delineate the nature and reach of what Colombian scholar
Natalia Perez (2017, p. 73-74) calls “new forms of organization and community mobilization”,
which, despite their size, are able to engage in remarkable forms of social resistance, such as the
example that Perez offers in the study of communal mobilization in rural areas of Cali. In this way,
following the ideas of Todd Rogers, Noah J. Goldstein, and Craig R. Fox (2018, p. 376), this
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theoretical framework can explain why despite the high costs and low benefits, people decide to
engage in social mobilization and thus understand these processes of communal resistance that
“particularly personal, entail social accountability, harness positive social norms, are identity
relevant, and leverage social networks”. However, the understanding and introduction of these
theoretical discussions and how they manifest in society through community-based networks of
solidarity require the analysis of the pressures and constraints that the pandemic crisis imposed
upon CSGs in Colombia. For this reason, the next section of this thesis will introduce the
challenges, especially those related to violence, that emerged during the pandemic and that affected
CSGs in Colombia.

1.3 Civil Society Groups During the COVID-19 Pandemic Crisis: presentation of the
research question

The COVID-19 pandemic imposed new pressures and constraints that challenged the
ability of CSGs in Colombia to organize and mobilize in times of crisis, especially when dealing
with other issues, such as state absenteeism, the worsening of socioeconomic conditions, and
increasing violence. lllegal armed organizations in rural and urban settings adopted new roles,
which changed the dynamics of violence during the pandemic crisis. For instance, in some low-
income neighbourhoods of different rural and urban municipalities, illegal armed organizations
implemented curfews, distributed pamphlets, enforced social distancing measures, restricted
mobility, administered the distribution of government aid, and delivered food and medical
supplies. Many illegal armed organizations, like in the case of criminal gangs in La Loma,
Antioquia, assumed the responsibility of enforcing emergency measures against the spread of the
COVID-19 virus, which is ideally the responsibility of the Colombian government (Gomez, 2020,
p. 13-14).

For this reason, Omar Carrasquilla (2021), reporter of El Espectador, argues that the
pressures of the pandemic and the emergency measures have not stopped criminal organizations
from expanding and exercising their power and influence in Colombia during the COVID-19
pandemic. Instead, illegal armed organizations have adapted and expanded under the new
circumstances and have exercised new roles in society. In Cartagena, as stated by Carrasquilla,

Luis Buelvas, a CSG leader from the Nelson Mandela neighbourhood, says that illegal armed
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organizations during the pandemic crisis have intensified their criminal activities, persecuted
CSGs leaders, and increased their presence in low-income neighbourhoods of the city.

In the case of Cauca, illegal armed organizations have also expanded during the pandemic
and are now moving freely throughout the territory. Like in low-income neighborhoods in
Cartagena in 2021, illegal armed organizations in Cauca have targeted CSGs and their leaders,
especially in the northern municipalities of the department (state). During 2020 and 2021, CSGs
mobilized against the emergency measures that the Duque administration imposed— the
lockdowns restricted mobility and freedom, which affected the income of informal workers and
deepened socioeconomic inequalities in rural and urban settings (see Pardo 2020)—and against
the expansion of illegal armed organizations. Unfortunately, these local social mobilizations have
not stopped guerrillas, drug cartels, and paramilitaries from committing multiple terrorist attacks
against members and leaders of CSGs in the region (Sanchez 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic also brought a budget crisis in 2021 that forced the former
President of Colombia, Ivan Duque, and the former Minister of Finance, Alberto Carrasquilla, to
propose and pass—almost at all cost—a tax reform that many Colombians found detrimental
against the poor and the middle class, which sparked a generalized discontent against the Duque
administration across multiple regions in Colombia (BBC 2021). In Cali, nonetheless, episodes of
civil unrest were more disruptive than in the rest of other cities in Colombia. During these episodes
of civil unrest, protesters stopped goods from entering and leaving the city, forced local businesses
to close, and engaged in disruptive forms of protesting for several weeks (Loaiza, 2021).

During these episodes of civil unrest in Cali, illegal armed organizations and law
enforcement agencies of the state saw members and leaders of local CSGs as a threat and the
source of civil disobedience (Garzon 2021). In multiple low-income neighbourhoods of the town,
illegal armed organizations and law enforcement agencies of the state carried out “generalized”
(Verdad Abierta, 2021) forms of repressive strategies that led to constant aggressions against CSGs
and to the selective killings of many of their leaders. The emergency measures also made CSGs
leaders more vulnerable, where most CSGs leaders were forced into their homes, like the entire
population, which, as a result, made them an easy target for illegal armed organizations. Many
CSG leaders were Killed inside their own homes due to mobility restrictions. In many low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali, local CSGs struggled to drive law enforcement agencies of the state and

illegal armed organizations out of their communities. Lamentably, despite their efforts, CSGs in
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low-income neighbourhoods continued being targeted, persecuted, and stigmatized during these
episodes of civil unrest and during the pandemic (BBC, 2021).

However, there is the question of how these new circumstances that emerged during the
pandemic crisis affected the ability of members and leaders of CSGs to organize and mobilize their
communities during the pandemic crisis. In other parts of the Global South, emergency measures
to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus, such as lockdowns and gquarantines, among other
emergency measures, restricted the ability of local CSGs to “meet, organize, and advocate”
(Brechenmacher et al 2020, p. 1-2). However, considering the history of resistance of CSGs in
Colombia, which have historically shown a “series of practices” that have counterbalanced the
negative effects of multiple crises for many decades regardless of the risks (Tobon, 2018, p. 163),
this thesis wants to find out whether the challenges and constraints that the pandemic imposed
diminished the ability of CSGs in Cali to organize and mobilize in times of crisis.

One can argue that CSGs in Colombia have successfully organized and mobilized in times
of crisis on past occasions, especially in terms of countering the negative effects of violence
through peaceful social mobilization. However, the unprecedented challenges that brought the
pandemic crisis caught many societies off guard and imposed new obstacles upon low-income,
marginalized communities (Brechenmacher et al 2020). For this reason, this thesis wants to test
whether CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali were able to organize and mobilize during

the pandemic crisis in the same way they have been doing so on past occasions.

In order to assess this question, we need to ask the following research question: Considering
the unprecedented pressures and constraints of the pandemic crisis between 2020 and 2021, such
as extended and strict lockdowns and quarantines, how did low-income neighbourhoods in Cali
continue organizing and mobilizing, and how did they create/maintain solidarity and communal

values during the pandemic?

1.4 Hypothesis

Although Colombia went through a process of political reorganization after the passing
and implementation of the Constitution of 1991, which opened political channels of participation
and permitted ethnic minorities and alternative political parties and associations to organize and

mobilize more efficiently, this thesis will not focus on large social mobilizations like those of well-
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organized trade unions (Londono, 1997, p. 87-88). This is not to say that large social mobilizations
are not important to understand social mobilizations in Colombia. Instead, and to answer the
research question of this thesis directly, this research will pay special attention to those small social
mobilizations that occurred within the boundaries of low-income communities and rarely caught
the attention of outsiders. | decided to implement this approach because, unlike large social
mobilizations, local social mobilizations are essential to understand the community building
processes of low-income communities in Colombia (Serrano, 2017, p. 99-100; also see Flechas
and Preciado).

CSGs in Colombia have mobilized against multiple crises regardless of the consequences
for many decades (see Taylor, 2016; Fernandez et al, 2004). On the one hand, | need to consider
that the pandemic crisis imposed new challenges and constraints that disrupted and limited the
ability of CSGs worldwide to organize and mobilize (European Union Agency for Fundamental
Rights, 2021, p. 13). On the other hand, I must acknowledge that the evidence in Colombia
suggests that large CSGs mobilized actively during the pandemic, which is a good indication for
the research question of this thesis. These large CSGs, such as university student associations and
trade unions, mobilized multiple times during the pandemic against the Duque administration and
the tax reform (Sanchez et al ,2021, p. 7-8). Therefore, even though this thesis is not focusing on
large social mobilizations, the way university students and trade unions mobilized repeatedly
during the pandemic crisis is a good indicator that civil society in Colombia was not static during
the pandemic crisis of 2020 and 2021 (Rojas, 2021, p. 22-23).

Hypothesis:

For this reason, the hypothesis of this thesis suggests that: CSGs in low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali, which were the most susceptible during the pandemic crisis due to their
vulnerable socioeconomic condition (Hurtado and Castillo, 2021, p. 45), did not stay motionless
during the pandemic crisis, and instead, adapted their existing networks of solidarity and created
new ones to survive the pressures and constraints that emerged between 2020 and 2021 in the same
way they have adapted and survived past crises, especially when confronting widespread violence
and material poverty (Bergquist, 1992, p. 107; Acuna 2021, p. 59).

However, the hypothesis of this thesis will also propose an “abductive” approach (Timmermans

and Tavory, 2012, p. 167-168; Charmaz, 2009, p. 137-38), which will include other aspects and
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characteristics of these local social mobilizations that might emerge during fieldwork and that

might go beyond the initial research question.

Therefore, in this thesis, we will seek to prove the following hypothesis: The hypothesis of this
thesis formulates that low-income neighbourhoods in Cali though their community-based CSGs
did not remain motionless during the pandemic crisis, and instead, this thesis anticipates that low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali have created and maintained community-based strategies that
allowed them to overcome the new realities, pressures, conditions, and constrains that the COVID-

19 pandemic crisis and emergency measures imposed upon them.
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CHAPTER 2
Research Design and Methodology and Ethnographic Context
2.1 Research Design and Methodology

According to Cesar Cisneros Puebla (2011, p. 22-23), interpretivism has resolved those
practical issues (e.g., illiteracy, lack of credible state sources) that researchers must confront when
conducting research in Latin America. This research methodology has offered researchers
alternative research tools that are better equipped to grasp the local realities and human experiences
of societies in the region, as well as to study social phenomena within its own local conditions
(Guzman and Barnett 2019; also see Montero-Sieburth, 1992). For this reason, this research will
use interpretivist and ethnographic research methods (semi-structured interviews and
observations) that will offer leaders and members of CSGs a much larger role in the gathering and
analysis of data, as well as in the production and framing of results. In such manner, this research
will study networks of solidarity through the collective (combined) interpretation and analysis of
participants and myself.

| decided to implement this methodology because | wanted to provide a research platform
that was able to grasp those “counterhegemonic” and “narrative changer” discourses of members
and leaders of CSGs in low-income communities in Cali. This methodology will provide more
accurate data that will strengthen the voices of members and leaders of CSGs and that will explore
networks of solidarity within their own sociological context (Guzman and Barnett 2019, p. 19-20;
also see Anderson and Montero-Sieburth, 1998). In such manner, I will immerse myself within
these low-income communities and thus be able to observe and understand how these community-
based networks of solidarity operated during the pandemic crisis through the experiences of
members and leaders of CSGs in Cali.

For this reason, | decided to use semi-structured interviews that will go in hand with the
abductive nature of this research. During the interviews, members and leaders of CSGs in low-
income communities in Cali will have the chance to discuss freely and openly their roles in the
emergence and functioning of networks of solidarity during the pandemic crisis within their
communities, as well as their personal experiences during such unprecedented times (Silverman
1998, p. 8; Blau and Schoenherr, 1971). These semi-structured interviews were either audio

recorded or written down, depending on what interviewees decide. | chose semi-structured
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interviews because they generate data that will reflect the realities and human experiences of
participants due to its flexibility and open-ended formatting (Guzman and Barnett 2019, p. 480).

This thesis will also use participatory observations, where | will conduct observations
before and after the interviews have been performed. In this way, | will combine the individual
and collective experiences of participants with the analysis of what | have observed in the field
and thus reduce my own personal bias (Clark et al. 2009, p. 357). This methodology will also “re-
evaluate” and contrast the information that I have gathered during the interviews against the data
gathered during participatory observations (Clark et al. 2009, p. 356).

| adopted these interpretivist and ethnographic strategies and chose these points of data
collection because | want to gather the individual and collective experiences of members and
leaders of CSGs in low-income communities in Cali during fieldwork. I decided on this approach
because these networks of solidarity have operated outside of the “legal and regulatory
frameworks” of the state and society, which makes their study more difficult due to their informal
nature (Loayza et al. 2009, p. 157). Therefore, to gather the information that I require for this
research, the capturing of human experiences of members and leaders of CSGs in low-income
communities in Cali is imperative to produce results that are accurate and true to the local realities.

Moreover, these methods and strategies will ensure that instead of bringing or imposing
words from the outside, this methodology will allow me to incorporate terms, adjectives,
narratives, and discourses that have emerged within the neighbourhoods where networks of
solidarity have emerged and operated. Language has been a powerful tool that political and
economic elites in Colombia have used to criminalize and stigmatize the poor (see Angel 2010).
Therefore, giving participants the power to frame their own discourses and narratives during this
ethnographic research will guarantee that | will be using a language that they approve. The
methodology of this research goes as well in tune with the role that CSGs have played within the
framework of the post-conflict era, where collaborative methods of discourse-building have taken

the centre stage (see Cadavid 2019).

2.1.2. Conducting Research Within the Context of Violence
This thesis understands the complexity and the danger of working with members and
leaders of CSGs in Colombia and collecting data within the context of “systemic violence” against

members and leaders of CSGs in Cali (Turriago, 2022, p. 125). However, although | do recognize
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the constant danger of working in the field and collecting data within this context, | decided to use
“interpretivist ethnography” (Brigden and Gohdes, 2020, p. 251) because these research methods
will allow me to observe and analyze “individual- and groups-level information” (Brigden and
Gohdes, 2020, p. 253) in the field and within their own realities, particularly through semi-
structured interviews and participatory observations, which are effective research methods to
observe and analyze the experiences of victims, bystanders, and perpetrators within the context of
widespread violence.

| also decided to use interpretivist ethnographic methods for this thesis because, as | have
mentioned above, these research methods are effective in the analysis of political and social
phenomena through context-specificity (Thaler, 2021, p. 20), which will allow the proper
gathering of individual and collective experiences of certain individuals and groups regarding the
way they experience violence. This is very important for this thesis because although | am also
from Cali—born and raised—, | have not experienced violence through the same experiences of
members and leaders of CSGs in low-income communities in Cali, especially those of racialized
groups. | do acknowledge my privileged socioeconomic position as a Colombian of Spanish
ancestry, from a privileged area of the city, and who is forming himself academically abroad.
Members and leaders of CSGs in low-income communities in Cali experience widespread violence
and material poverty differently, and therefore, this thesis demands the use of research methods
that can address the research question of this thesis without excluding their experiences during the
pandemic crisis (Brigden and Gohdes, 2020, p. 253).

This “hermeneutical approach to qualitative-interpretivist research” has demonstrated to
be effective in avoiding the imposition of “preconceived categories” in the analysis and
interpretation of “local meaning-making” (Bliesemann and Furnari, 2020, p. 431). In other words,
this methodology will make sure to isolate my local experiences when dealing with widespread
violence and material poverty, recognizing that members and leaders of CSGs—either because of
their socioeconomic condition, ethnicity, or political ideologies—experience these structural
issues differently (Villar, 2016, p. 178). This thesis is therefore proposing this interpretivist and
ethnographic approach to isolate the experiences of members and leaders of CSGs from my own
experiences when dealing with widespread violence and material poverty in Cali, especially in

times of crisis.
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These research strategies are also the reason that | implemented rigorous ethical and safety
guidelines to protect members and leaders of CSGs that participated in this research, as well as my
own physical safety during the process of collecting data in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali.
Although the “interpretivist paradigm” (Alharahsheh and Pius, 2020, p. 43) and ethnographic
research methods have allowed researchers to gather and analyze data through the experiences and
perceptions of participants within their own local contexts, these research methods also expose the
researcher and participants to certain risks that will vary depending on the nature of the research.
For this reason, | followed a rigorous safety and ethical guidelines and during the collection of
data in the field. De Menos a Mas Foundation, a local non-governmental organization, and its
leader, Walter Paz, provided recommendations on safety protocols and ethical practices while
conducting fieldwork research in low-income communities in Cali. | then added these
recommendations to the ethics certification of this thesis.

These recommendations consisted in the following points: first, | was allowed to carry out
participatory observations and interviews in low-income neighbourhoods only during day and
never during the night, preferably in the morning. Second, | was not allowed to disclose personal
information of members and leaders of CSGs, including their names, addresses, and the names of
their organizations. Third, | was not allowed to carry personal information of participants in the
field, such as notes or documents with their names, organizations, and addresses on them. This
specific precaution emerged due to the selective killings of members and leaders of CSGs after the
episodes of civil unrest during 2021 (Osorio, 2022, https://www.elespectador.com/judicial/tres-

jovenes-vinculados-al-paro-nacional-en-cali-han-sido-asesinados-en-una-semana/). Forth,

members and leaders of CSGs could stop the interviews at any time and could request their
interviews to be removed from this thesis. Participants could also decide the extent of the topics
that we discussed during interviews—meaning that participants had the absolute control over what
topics we discussed during interviews and the length of these topics—.

I met with members and leaders of CSGs in local community centres or public parks when
De Menos a Mas or the local CSGs were carrying out community activities. In this way, we used
the community activity to deviate the attention of local gangs and other illegal armed
organizations. | always interviewed members and leaders of CSGs in private, usually in empty
offices inside community centres or far from other people when De Menos a Mas or the local CSG

were carrying out an activity outside—we pretended to be taking a break, sometimes we were
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having lunch or having a snack, while carrying out the interview. These precautions emerged since
members and leaders of CSGs announced their concerns regarding their safety. During our first
contact through the phone, they expressed their willingness to cooperate, but they made sure |
understood their safety concerns.

This resulted in all A members and leaders of CSGs refusing to be recorded and asking if
| could take notes without including information that could lead to them. Therefore, | had to be
cautious regarding the information I wrote while taking notes in the field and during interviews. |
arrived in Cali two months after what locals called the National Strike, which were extended
periods of civil unrest that took place between the summer of 2020 and July of 2021, which created
a generalized sense of fear among the local population, especially on members and leaders of
CSGs, which illegal armed organizations and law enforcement agencies of the state targeted for
their participation in local community activities during these episodes of civil unrest (Aguilar,

2020, p. 29; Externado University, 2021, https://www.uexternado.edu.co/ciencias-sociales-y-

humanas/sobre-el-paro-nacional-en-colombia-2021/). | will discuss further implications of

violence while carrying semi-structured interviews and participatory observations in the field in
chapter three, where I will discuss in more detail the data that I collected in the field within their

own local contexts in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali.

2.2 Context of Questions and Questionnaire

One of the main goals of this thesis is to be able to gather and analyze data, as well as to
generate academic knowledge, by crossing what locals in Cali call the “informality border” and
thus understand the complexity of an always-changing society that is dominated by informality.
The ability to cross that border is crucial to comprehend the livelihoods and community
organization processes of low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, where informality has played a
very important role for many years (see Tokman, 2011; Utzet, 2021; Martinez et al, 2017).
Therefore, gathering information in the field and processing the experiences of members and
leaders of CSGs were crucial to evaluate how CSGs in Cali organized and mobilized during the
pandemic crisis.

In Colombia and in many other industrialized countries of the region, like Mexico and
Brazil, informality has remained one of the most important strategies of survival for the unskilled,

low-income population (Martinez and Short 2017, p. 35). Informality has allowed low-income
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communities in Latin America to propose effective solutions to their local problems, especially
those related to unemployment and the lack of public goods and services. However, informality in
Colombia can take many forms in these neighbourhoods, from labour informality or street vending
(see Arango and Florez, 2021) to the informal organization and expansion of low-income
neighbourhoods in urban and rural settings, especially in the periphery of large cities (see Cordoba
and Perez, 2020).

Low-income neighbourhoods in the region have been historically the target of state
repression, police brutality, and racial discrimination. The local population in some of these
neighbourhoods, such as the case of favelas in Brazil, have maintained their communities as
informal (illegible) spaces on purpose to keep law enforcement agencies of the state out of their
communities. In this way, the lack of street names, street numbers, postal codes, paved roads,
among other essential goods and service have obstructed the ability of the police and other law
enforcement agencies of the state to surveillance, patrol, control, and terrorize people in low-
income neighbourhoods (see Freeman, 2014). In some cases, police officers and public servants,
such as mail carriers and government officials, require the assistance of people from the favelas to
drive through these neighbourhoods due to their informal urban organization (Freeman, 2014, p.
10-11). Therefore, informality can also have a “camouflage value” that can protect low-income
communities from these processes of “occupation and invasion” that law enforcement agencies of
the state and illegal armed organizations have carried out in low-income communities in the region
(Scott, 1998, p. 65; Dowdney, 2003, p. 57).

In the case of Cali, informality has also played multiple roles in society, especially in low-
income communities and in the operations of local CSGs. Economic informality has remained as
one of the easiest ways to generate income in Cali for the unskilled labour, where more than half
of the labour force in the city engages in informal economic activities to earn a living due to the
lack of formal jobs. Many of these informal workers who make a living through the dynamics of
local informal economies are of African and Indigenous descent, who are disproportionally
affected by unemployment and racial discrimination (Guayara, 2012, p. 8-9).

However, as in the case of favelas in Brazil, informality in Cali has also remained an
important strategy for the physical survival of the poor, especially for members and leaders of
CSGs who engage in social mobilization and become the target of law enforcement agencies and

illegal armed organizations within their communities. According to the Center for Studies of Law,
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Justice, and Society (Lalinde, 2019), law enforcement agencies of the state in Colombia have
systematically monitored, targeted, and repressed members and leaders of CSGs. The police and
the army, for instance, have been subject to multiple investigations for human rights violations
during episodes of popular mobilizations and for spying members and leaders of CSGs, as well as
journalists and union leaders, that they consider enemies of the state and promoters of left-wing,
subversive ideologies (Semana, 2020).

Therefore, the systemic violation of human rights that the armed forces and the police have
perpetrated in Colombia have pushed members and leaders of CSGs to design unconventional
mechanisms to protect their physical integrity, considering that the state is not providing
guarantees for their physical protection and, on many occasions, is also the perpetrator. Protecting
their identities by covering their faces during episodes of popular mobilizations and by not
formalizing their CSGs and thus remaining informal (illegible) are real-world and practical
examples of those unconventional mechanisms that members and leaders of CSGs have
implemented to avoid being spied, monitored, targeted, and repressed by law enforcement agencies
of the state and illegal armed organizations during episodes of social mobilization in times of crisis
(see Lalinde 2019).

For this reason, | designed a methodology and a questionnaire that could extract and
process the ways in which members and leaders of CSGs have organized and mobilized their
communities during the pandemic within the context of informality, which makes more difficult
the access and visibility of data in the field and through quantitative sources. The way that | asked
and carried out my interviews, which was more of an open conversation rather than a rigid
interrogation, allowed me to filter the emotional complexities of members and leaders of CSGs,
where interviewees talked about very traumatic events that they went through during the pandemic
crisis, the sacrifices that members and leaders of CSGs made to create and sustain their networks
of solidarity, among other topics that were very emotional for them (Hoffman, 2007, p. 322-325).
Consequently, the questions of my questionnaire wanted to find out through fieldwork how these
networks of solidarity and strategies of members and leaders of CSGs emerged and operated within
their own realities and context of informality, as well as what really pushed them to create these
networks and the effects of these networks on their communities.

Since these low-income communities in Cali presented high rates of informality and those

strategies that members and leaders of CSGs have carried out within their communities are most
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of the time invisible for outsiders (Lombard, 2012, p. 251-256), | used the following questionnaire,
which is visible in Appendix 1, that allowed me to see, identify, and analyze these strategies,
especially for me, as a student researcher who is an outsiders and lacks the local knowledge to
identify, understand, and analyze these strategies.

This questionnaire was written in English and in Spanish and was submitted for ethics
approval after two months of participatory observations in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali,
which facilitated the development of questions. The main questions also had secondary questions
that allowed me to know in more detail the way members and leaders of CSGs organized and
mobilize their communities during the pandemic, as well as other aspects of these networks and
strategies that are only visible for those who participated in these community-based networks of
solidarity and are from these low-income neighbourhoods in Cali. The challenge is now choosing
specific locations for the gathering of data in Cali and introducing these points of data collection

in low-income neighbourhoods, which I will introduce in the next section of this thesis.

2.3 Points of Data Collection: The Highlands and Potrero Grande

| decided to observe and study members and leaders of CSGs in the Highlands or what
people in Cali call the “periphery” (see Tabares et al, 2020, p. 603)—which are those low-income
neighbourhoods situated on the western mountains of the city—because | have been collaborating
with members and leaders of CSGs in these communities for the past twelve years before starting
this thesis. This long-lasting relationship that | already had with these communities made the
ethnographic component of this research much easier in terms of connecting with the people from
the community and gaining their trust, especially with the elders and CSG leaders, who are
frequently in the frontline of the social, cultural, and political activities in these low-income
neighbourhoods.

However, | could not do fieldwork in all the neighbourhoods situated on the Highlands of
Cali due many logistical challenges, especially in terms of mobility and safety. These
neighbourhoods cross the entire city from north to south and have severe problems of gang-related
violence, as well as inadequate public infrastructure and public transportation (see Rodriguez et
all, 2019), which limited my options and forced me to be more selective. This is when | decided
that | would do fieldwork in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, and Polvorines, which are three

neighbourhoods in the southwestern part of the mountains that | already had strong ties with. |
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started working with members and leaders of CSGs in these three neighbourhoods since 2011 and
collaborated with local CSGs throughout multiple community processes, including in the
construction the local school and the community centre. Moreover, | already had experience
overcoming logistical and safety issues in these neighbourhoods, so it was evident that these three
neighbourhoods were the best candidates for my ethnographic work.

| also wanted to expand beyond the Highlands and decided to include the Agua Blanca
District into my ethnographic work, which is also one of the poorest areas of Cali with alarming
rates of material poverty and violence (Martinez et al, 2019, p. 3). However, | could only choose
one neighbourhood from the Agua Blanca District, Potrero Grande, due to safety concerns. This
area of the city has been the epicenter of gang-related violence for many years, where 40% of total
homicides between 2014 and 2018 in Cali occurred in this area of the city, which is a tendency
that keeps getting worse throughout time (Arana, 2020, p. 83). For this reason, my options were
very limited, and I could only provide effective logistics, ethical practices, and safety protocols in
Potrero Grande.

| decided to choose Potrero Grande since many members and leaders of CSGs from the
Highlands, as well as De Menos a Mas, have also worked with members and leaders of CSGs from
Potrero Grande, which facilitated the logistics, the application of ethical guidelines, and the
fulfillment of safety protocols for this fieldwork. With the help of De Menos a Mas and CSGs
from the Highlands, | organized transportation, interviews, and participatory observations more
efficiently in Potrero Grande, which helped me to perform semi-structured interviews and
participatory observations without putting myself and others in danger, especially within the
context of a neighbourhood that presents high rates of “micro-trafficking, gangs, and invisible
borders” in Cali (Arana, 2020, p. 98). The challenge was now to find members and leaders of
CSGs in these low-income neighbourhoods in Cali that were willing to participate in my thesis
and find local networks of solidarity in operation that I could observe.

| also selected these areas of Cali to conduct ethnographic work because De Menos a Mas
has had an important presence in these areas of Cali since its foundation. | co-founded this
organization with Walter Paz and Laura Zuluaga more than ten years ago. Although | was not part
of this organization anymore, many of the locals and local community leaders knew me personally
and were aware of my previous work at these communities when | used to live in Colombia. For

this reason, communities in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca accepted me and decided to
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participate in this research despite the high risks. There was already a trust-based relationship
between these low-income communities in Cali and me, which facilitated the collection of data in
the field, as well as the participation of CSG leaders during the interviews. This trust-based relation
that was built during my time in De Menos a Mas, as well as when | was part of other social
organizations that | worked with and that carried out social initiatives in these low-income areas
of Cali, was a key factor in the reason why locals in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca opened the
doors of their communities, and even the doors of their homes, to me and accepted me almost

unconditionally within the intimacy of their communities.

2.4 Participants of The Study

The “multi-ethnic elements” (Giraldo, 2015, p. 103-104) of Pampas del Mirador, Alto
Jordan, and Polvorines are very complex since the Highlands of Cali have gone through multiple
periods of migration throughout the twentieth century that have contributed to the ethnic diversity
of these communities, where Afro-Colombians and Indigenous have played a major role in the
foundation and expansion of these neighbourhoods in Cali. Therefore, | wanted to find members
and leaders of CSGs that were willing to participate in this thesis that also belonged to these
racialized groups in the city. However, this endeavour was not hard to accomplish since two
leaders of CSGs that were willing to participate in my thesis were of Afro-Colombian and
Indigenous descent. The other five female leaders of CSGs who were also willing to participate in
my thesis were mestizas of mixed ethnicities.

In total, | interviewed five women and two men from the Highlands and Potrero Grande.
These participants were all the leaders of their CSGs and occupied a position of authority within
their communities for an extended period of time. These participants were between 35 and 50 years
of age and had their permanent homes in the neighbourhoods or areas that their CSGs and networks
of solidarity operated in. These CSGs were informal and carried out a diverse range of community
and humanitarian programs that went from housing programs to daycare services for local families
in conditions of marginalization and vulnerability. 1 will provide further discussions about the
nature and work of these CSGs and their networks of solidarity in chapter three, where I will
introduce the findings that emerged from my fieldwork.

These men and women exercised their community leadership on a full-time basis instead

of being a volunteer activity. They would engage daily with different activities being carried out
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within their communities and they would also serve as a bridge between the community and non-
governmental organizations. They would also lead local social initiatives and guide multiple local
community processes, such as the maintenance of the local soccer field. These men and women
are also informal workers, which is not strange in the Highlands since most people and the local
economy rely on informal economic activities, such as street vending, construction, and domestic
work (see Rodriguez, 2015; Saa, 2021). Only one participant had a formal job, but it is only
temporary. The actual job of this participant is in the informal economy.

Although we used community centres for interviews and participatory observations, these
women would offer, most of the time, their own homes as the centre of operations for many
humanitarian and social initiatives within their communities. Sometimes, they would pay out of
their own pocket some expenses for humanitarian and social projects, which is something that they
frequently do due to the lack of funding. These sacrifices and hard work showed me that these
women had the kind of “community leadership” that [ was looking for (Pigg, 1999, p. 196), where
the foundation of their legitimacy is not sustained by a “formal organization”, and instead, relies
on the relationships and networks these CSGs leaders have established and nourished with their
own people.

Therefore, | decided to collaborate with these women since they have the legitimacy of
their own communities and have worked hard to maintain those bonds, relationships, and network
within their communities since | met them more than a decade ago. Finally, one of the main factors
that pushed me to collaborate with these women is that they are also the creators and keepers of
local knowledge, which is very important to navigate the social and cultural dynamics of these

neighbourhoods (see Canagarajah, 2002; Warren and Rajasekaran, 1993, p. 8).

2.5 Socio-Historical Context

Cali is the third largest city in Colombia and one of the most important economic centres
of the country due to its proximity to the seaport of Buenaventura and its strategic geographical
location towards other major cities, such as Medellin and Bogota (Martinez, 2019, p. 164). This
strategic location has helped the city to boost its economic growth throughout the past half of the
twentieth century, which, in turn, also encouraged other Colombians from other regions to move
to the city in search of a better quality of life and escaping from the internal armed conflict.

However, Cali has also been the headquarters of powerful drug cartels, such as the Cali Cartel, due
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to its proximity to towns on the Pacific coast, mainly Buenaventura and Tumaco, where smuggling
drugs out of the country is easier (Martinez, 2019, p. 164).

The intensification of the internal armed conflict and the large number of displaced persons
in conditions of vulnerability that emigrated from rural areas to Cali in search of a better life for
themselves and for their families resulted in the formation of extensive “subnormal settlements”
that grew since the 1970s without any urban planning or proper state intervention (Martinez, 2019,
p. 165). The negligence of the Colombian and the local government resulted in the uncontrolled
expansion of these areas, which were presenting increasing rates of material poverty, social
exclusion, and violence. Although members and leaders of local CSGs have organized and
mobilized for many years to provide fundamental goods and service for people in need within the
context of a weak state presence and widespread violence (Martinez, 2019, p. 166), these structural
issues are still very much present nowadays in informal settlements or low-income
neighbourhoods that started as informal settlements.

The Agua Blanca District, for example, has been the headquarters for field operations of
drug cartels, gangs, and paramilitaries for more than three decades, which contributed to the
increasing rates of phenomena related to violence, such as homicides, extorsion, and drug
trafficking (see Ordonez, 2017; Martinez, 2019, p. 168). The reorganization of drug trafficking
after the fall of the Cali Cartel and other major cartels in Colombia resulted in an atomization of
illegal structures. These emerging criminal groups saw the Agua Blanca District as something that
they could take in their advantage, so gangsters and minor drug lords started offering youngsters
an opportunity to improve their quality of life through criminal activities. These factors of
intergenerational violence, where different criminal organizations for the past three decades have
used this low-income area of Cali as their epicenter for field operations, as well as the weak or
intermittent presence of the state, resulted in overwhelming rates of violence and material poverty
in the Agua Blanca District (see Martinez, 2019).

Pampas del Mirador, Polvorines, and Alto Jordan are neighbourhoods located on the
southwestern side of the mountains, which is at the other side of the city from Potrero Grande.
These neighbourhoods started after the foundation and expansion of Siloe, the oldest and most
extensive neighbourhood on the western mountains, which constantly expanded throughout most
of the twentieth century due to multiple phenomena related to the commercialization of coal during

the early 1900s, the industrialization of the city during the 1950s, the “popular take overs” of land
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by displaced persons during the intensification of the internal armed conflict, and the constant
arrival of migrants in conditions of vulnerability from other cities (Martinez and Bravo, 2018, p.
169-170; Vasquez, 1990, p. 25).

These low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands also have a similar history of violence
as those neighbourhoods in the Agua Blanca District. Members and leaders of CSGs in the
Highlands have organized and mobilized their communities for many years against the presence
of paramilitaries, gangs, and other illegal armed organizations that operate and distribute drugs
within their territories. This increasing number of illegal armed organizations have also led to
staggering rates of widespread violence, which mostly affect innocent civilians. Moreover, due to
their geographical location, these low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands are constantly
exposed to natural disasters, such as landslides and the collapse of retaining walls (Bastidas and
Perez, 2020, p. 90-91; Villa, 2020, p. 51).

In conclusion, these neighborhoods in the Highlands were founded and grew within a
complete different natural environment than low-income neighbourhoods in the Agua Blanca
District: Potrero Grande is in the flatlands on the eastern side of the city while Pampas del Mirador,
Polvorines, and Alto Jordan are on the western mountains, where the climate, fauna, and flora are
very different. However, this unique location brings constant challenges to the local population,
especially in terms of landsides, the collapse of retaining walls, and other risks associated to living
in hilly terrain (Villa, 2020, p. 7). These two neighbourhoods, nevertheless, share a similar history
of violence despite their geographical differences. Drug cartels and gangs have also chosen Siloe
and other Highland neighbourhoods as their centre for field operations, which has contributed for
many years to staggering rates of gang violence, assault, and homicides (Martinez and Bravo,
2018, p. 169-170).

2.6 Community organization of CSGs in the Highlands and Agua Blanca

Although illegal armed organizations and drug cartels have terrorized and targeted these
low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District for many decades
(Moreno and Dornan, 2015, p. 91 and 104)—causing intergenerational issues that have reproduced
staggering rates of violence and material poverty at an alarming speed—, Agua Blanca and the
Highlands have also demonstrated to be the “epicenter of self-management efforts and community

solidarity” in Cali for many years (Toro, 2013, p. 37). These community-based strategies that local
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CSGs created to counterbalance the negative effects of material poverty, widespread violence, and
the presence of illegal armed organizations within their territories have allowed them to build their
houses and churches, provide public infrastructure, offer education to their children, and to offer
other fundamental goods and services through “community organization” within the most adverse
of circumstances (Toro, 2013, p. 39).

These low-income communities in Cali had no other choice but to organize their
communities and thus propose sustainable solutions in the face of widespread violence, material
poverty, and the absence of the Colombian and the local government (Toro, 2013, p. 40; see Arana,
2020). This research recognizes that the Colombian government has implemented multiple
projects to reduce informality and to occupy those areas of the country that have been historically
neglected. For example, the Chamber of Commerce and the Geographical Institute acknowledged
the importance of the “multipurpose cadastre” that the government started implementing since
2019 (Chamber of Commerce 2022; Geographical Institute Agustin Codazzi 2022). This ambitious
project consists in reducing informality on land ownership that today reaches 58% of the total land
in Colombia. However, despite these ambitious initiatives, such as the multipurpose cadastre, the
Colombia government has not been able to maintain effective and consistent control over certain
territories and populations, which has led to high rates of informality, material poverty, and
widespread violence in low-income communities in rural and urban settings (Holmes and
Gutierrez, 2002 p. 373; see McLean 2002; Arana, 2020, p. 84).

For example, in many low-income areas of the Agua Blanca District in Cali, such as Charco
Azul, Los Lagos, El Vergel, and Marroquin, local gangs have effectively maintained control over
the territory and the population even though the Colombian and the local government have carried
out significant investments and “soft governance strategies” to gain legitimacy and territorial
control (Amparo et all, 2009 p. 9). However, the weak or intermittent presence of the Colombian
and the local government in these low-income neighbourhoods in Cali has not helped public
initiatives or initiatives that members and leaders of CSGs have implemented throughout these
years to counterbalance the negative effects of widespread violence and material poverty. The most
permanent presence of the Colombian and the local government have been through law
enforcement agencies of the state, which has not proposed nor brought effective solutions to

structural issues within these low-income neighbourhoods in Cali (Amparo et all, 2009 p. 9-10)
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These multiple structural issues—from widespread violence to the weak presence of the
state—obviously place pressures and constraints that affect the local population of low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali. However, members and leaders of CSGs have demonstrated that their
territories are also the epicenter of “self-management, organization, and community solidarity”
(see Montoya, 2018, p. 31). Networks of solidarity have had the ability to produce the “societal
and organization system” (Smith, 2009, p. 466) that has allowed disadvantage populations to
organize and mobilize to provide local solutions for local problems. Therefore, although there is
an impression that widespread violence governs these low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, one
can also argue that these areas of the city are also the epicenter of “family and community ties”
that have maintained and nourished those community-based acts of resistance against widespread
violence, material poverty, and other structural issues within their communities and societies
(Anacona, 2020, p. 3-4 and 85)

The concerns that emerged in Colombia, as well as in other countries in the Global South
during the past two decades, demanded the creation of “new social movements” that could propose
effective solutions to those structural issues that emerged after the widespread implementation of
neoliberal policies in the Global South (Waterman, 2004, p. 56), especially within the context of
national and local governments that could not propose effective and immediate solutions to these
problems. The reduction of poverty alleviation programs, the shrinking of the state, the increase
on socioeconomic inequalities, the feminization of poverty, and the flexibilization of labor
regulations demanded the creation of social organizations that could respond from the bottom up
against those structural issues that disproportionally affected the most vulnerable in low-income
neighbourhoods in the Global South (Waterman 2004, p. 56; Smith 2009, p. 462-3).

Consequently, networks of solidarity, unlike formal institutions of the state, have
demonstrated to have an adaptive and responsive nature in their organizational structure, which,
in turn, have allowed people in low-income neighbourhoods to propose effective and immediate
solutions to these structural challenges and problems within the context of their communities and
societies (Burt, 1992). For this reason, it was not strange that these networks of solidarity were
also present in low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District in
Cali despite the widespread violence and the presence of illegal armed organizations. These
networks of solidarity in Cali have become in “strategies of resistance” (Munoz-Morales and Grill,

2022, p. 2) that have allowed disadvantaged communities in Cali to respond against those
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structural issues related to widespread violence and material poverty within the context of formal
institutions of the state that have not proposed effective and immediate solutions to their local

problems and needs.

2.7 Conclusion

Although these low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca
District have suffered from intergenerational issues related to widespread violence, material
poverty, the presence of illegal armed organizations, and state absence for many years, they have
also demonstrated that they can propose effective community-based solutions against these
structural problems through “non-violent strategies of resistance” within the most adverse of
circumstances (Olave et al, 2019, p. 19). One can propose the critique that these low-income
communities have been governed through the dynamics of violence for these past decades,
especially when analyzing the extent to which these manifestations of violence have become in
permanent and structural issues that are still ongoing. While this argument is not wrong, one must
also acknowledge that these low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca
District have also organized and mobilized their communities within the most adverse of
circumstances for many years despite the risks and structural challenges that affect them daily
(Betancourt, 2022).

For this reason, | proposed the analysis of members and leaders of CSGs in neighbourhoods
in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District. In this way, | can evaluate if these communities
organized and mobilized during the pandemic crisis in the same way they have been doing so on
past occasions when facing issues related to widespread violence and material poverty. I am now
going to proceed to introduce and evaluate the findings and results of the fieldwork research of
this thesis in the next chapter, which aims at finding whether (and how?) these networks of
solidarity that members and leaders of CSGs in the low-income neighbourhoods that | selected
from the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District organized and mobilized during the pandemic

crisis, considering their history of resistance against structural issues within their communities.

42



CHAPTER 3
3.1 Assessing the Research Question

Between 2020 and 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic crisis imposed multiple pressures and
constraints upon the population in Cali, such as prolonged lockdowns and increasing rates of
unemployment and mass hunger (Urrea-Giraldo, 2021, p. 43 and 167), which made me question
the ability of members and leaders of CSGs in Cali to organize and mobilize in times of crisis.
During that same period, Cali also presented staggering rates of violence and one of the highest
homicide rates in Colombia, which increased my skepticism (Ibarra, 2021, p. 25). However, the
participatory observations and semi-structured interviews of this thesis, as well as the academic
works of Colombian scholars with a similar research focus (Padilla et all, 2020, p. 27-29; Duran
et al, 2022, p. 21), confirmed that members and leaders of CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto
Jordan, Polvorines, Potrero Grande, and other low-income neighbourhoods in Cali organized and
mobilized actively during the pandemic crisis of 2020 and 2021.

My semi-structured interviews and participatory observations corroborated that members
and leaders of CSGs did not remain static during the pandemic crisis, and instead, organized and
mobilized actively to propose community-based and effective solutions to those local problems
that emerged in their neighbourhoods between 2020 and 2021. This argument and analysis,
nonetheless, will also include other sources of pressures and constraints that | encountered in the
field and that I will explain in the next section of this thesis, such as those challenges that emerged
from what people in Colombia called the National Strike, which imposed new violent phenomena
upon members and leaders of CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, challenges that they
also overcame with active social mobilization, solidarity, and cooperation (Eugenia et all, 2021, p.
150; Gutierrez, 2021, chapter 2 and 202),

Therefore, those pressure and constraints that emerged during the pandemic crisis and the
National Strike did not dimmish the ability of members and leaders of CSGs in these low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali to organize and mobilize during such unprecedented times, as well to
propose effective solutions against structural issues through solidarity and cooperation, especially
among people from the same community (Padilla-Ospina et al, 2020, p. 27-29; see Andrade, 2022,
p. 122). However, before confirming the hypothesis of this thesis, | will introduce the findings and

data that I collected during my fieldwork, which helped me to address the research question of this
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thesis and allowed me to see new elements and effects of networks of solidarity in these low-

income neighbourhoods in Cali.

3.2 First Impressions of Fieldwork in Cali

The first assessment of this fieldwork research emerged when the driver picked me up at
the airport and | started to see the city through the car window, especially when considering the
distance between the airport and my home, which is in a southern neighbourhood in Cali—the
airport in Cali is in Palmira, another town in the northern outskirts of Cali, which forced me to
drive the entire city from north to south—. This long trip of more than an hour allowed me to have
a meaningful conversation with the driver and to appreciate the city through the car window. These
early observations and the conversation that | held with the driver made me realize very quickly
that what locals in Cali called the “National Strike” impacted people and the infrastructure of the
city in ways that | never expected, which is another factor in the study of CSGs in low-income
communities in Cali that | needed to include besides the pandemic crisis (see Gutierrez, 2021,
chapter 2).

The 2021 National Strike consisted of multiple episodes of widespread protests in
Colombia that started in April 2021 after the Duque government presented a tax and healthcare
reform before Congress. The Ley de Solidaridad Sostenible (Sustainable Solidarity Bill), the
backbone of the tax reform, and the structural changes on the General Social Security System
sparked a generalized discontent among many Colombians who saw these reforms as detrimental
to their well-being. However, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CIDH) also
clarifies that other factors helped fuel the frustrations of Colombians against the Duque
administration and traditional politics, such as “increased levels of poverty, inequality and
violence, coupled with an increase in the number of murders against human rights defenders, social
leaders, representatives of indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples, and signatories of the Peace
Agreement” (CIDH 2021, p. 10). The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights also
argues that inequalities remained one of the pressing frustrations that pushed so many Colombians
from different cities to take the streets in the spring of 2021 against the Duque government. The
United Nations report says, for instance, that “almost half of the Colombian population (48%) was

in a situation of food insecurity” during the first quarter of 2021 (HCHR 2021,).
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During the subsequent weeks of April, different sectors of civil society got together to
create a unified National Strike Committee, where the Unitary Workers' Union (CUT) , the
National Labor Confederation (CGT), the Colombian Federation of Education Workers (Fecode),
as well as university student movements, such as the Colombian Association of Student
Representatives, played a key leadership role in gathering and bringing forward the demands of
demonstrators before the Duque government (Valencia 2021'?). The Committee assumed the
challenge of initiating formal dialogues and negotiations with the Duque government, where
members of this Committee presented a new set of demands that emerged from the challenges of
the pandemic crisis, as well as gathered previous demands that civil society groups presented
before the government during the widespread protests of 2019 (HCHR 202113).

The Committee presented numerous proposal that tried to gather the widespread discontent
of Colombians. Among those, the formalization of the labour force, the right to health and labor
rights, anti-corruption reforms, comprehensive land reform policies, environmental protection
laws, and the proper implementation of the Peace Agreements between FARC and the Colombian
Government remained the most urgent demands. The Committee also demanded the Duque
government to fulfill previous agreements negotiated with social movements and student
movements within the framework of previous widespread protests in 2019 and 2020 (HCHR
202114,

During the 2021 National Strike, the Duque administration opened official channels of
communications with civil society to discuss issues at stake, such as when the Ministry of Internal
Affairs opened La Mesa Nacional de las Garantias para las Manifestaciones Publicas (The
National Roundtable on Guarantees for Public Demonstrations) that permitted the national
government through local and regional governments to meet with Indigenous associations, student
movements, and community leaders (CIDH 2021, p. 19). However, despite the Duque government
presented themselves as being open to negotiations with social and political rivals, The Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights (2021, p. 47) reported “the high prevalence of violations

of the rights to life and integrity of persons in the National Strike of 2021 by members of the

2https://colombia.as.com/colombia/2021/05/13/actualidad/1620927509 251411.html

13 https://www.hchr.org.co/documentos/el-paro-nacional-2021-lecciones-aprendidas-para-el-ejercicio-del-derecho-
de-reunion-pacifica-en-colombia/# Toc89787113).

14 https://www.hchr.org.co/documentos/el-paro-nacional-2021-lecciones-aprendidas-para-el-ejercicio-del-derecho-
de-reunion-pacifica-en-colombia/# Toc89787113
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security forces” (CIDH 2021, p. 47), which contradicts the image of diplomacy that the Duque
administration pushed forward.

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights found that the legal forces of the state
detained 3,546 demonstrators in 2021 through a questionable law called Traslado por Proteccion
or Transfer for Protection in English. Most of these detentions were arbitrary and led to “forced
disappearance of persons and sexual and physical assaults, violations of due process and torture or
other cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment” against demonstrators (CIDH 2021, p. 46). The
report also argues that 60 people were victims of “sexual violence” during the 2021 National Strike
and 63 people were killed, from which 28 were directly liked to police brutality (CIDH 2021, p.
47). The findings of this investigation by the Commission also proved that “most of the deceased
were young people, from poor and peripheral neighborhoods, sons and daughters of peasants,
indigenous and Afro-descendant people, displaced people, informal traders, artists, athletes, and
people who had dropped out of school” (CIDH 2021, p. 47).

Therefore, there are two elements that I must highlight about the 2021 National Strike,
which occurred just months before my arrival to Cali. The first is that, as Colombian scholar
Santiago Vargas Nifio (2021, p. 63-64) argues, the state in complicity with armed civilian groups
committed multiple human rights violations during the 2021 National Strike. His investigation
shows that the police and the anti-riot police unit (ESMAD) used firearms to stop and deter the
protests, organized armed civilians opened fire against unarmed demonstrators on multiple
occasions, armed civilian groups operated in complicity with the police and the anti-riot police
unit to attack demonstrators, and the police and armed civilians used motorcycles and trucks with
tinted windows and no plates to intimidate and harass demonstrators.

Vargas Nifo’s investigation, which is based on public information from different state and
non-state sources, says that there were 17 violent beatings by police that resulted in the death of
one of the victims, more than 400 cases of forced disappearances, and more than 5 thousand cases
of irregular detentions (Nifio 2021, p. 86). In Cali, however, the degradation and intensification of
state violence during the 2021 National Strike was significantly higher than in the rest of the
country. During the National Strike, the police and other legal armed forces of the state targeted
the poor, ethnic minorities, unions, and students. In Cali, “82 Afro-descendants between the ages

of 13 and 60 were reportedly victims of repression by the security forces” (Nifio 2021, p. 63).
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In the Highlands of Cali, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights says that (2021,
p. 84) there were multiple cases of torture and attempted forced disappearances, where the families
of victims were re-victimized and lacked access to justice. The United Nations also documented
the presence of death squads formed by armed civilians in Cali that shot unarmed demonstrators,
as well as the presence of police officers with military rifles intimidating people in the Highlands
(HCHR 2021, point 89). These squads, as the report says, operated with the complicity of the
police and the riot police (HCHR 2021, point 45-46).

The second element is that the 2021 National Strike was preceded by multiple episodes of
civil unrest that started in 2019, which is well-documented thanks to those cases of sexual violence
that occurred within the contexts of those manifestations that took place in 2019 (Gutierrez 2021,
p. 80), and where the government also responded with violence, especially irregular detentions
and forced disappearances (HCHR 2021, point 140). These protests that started in 2019 emerged
within the context of a widespread discontent and frustration that pushed many people in Latin
America to take the streets against their governments. Andrea Munoz argues that “structural
inequality and unanswered claims and demands have encouraged different social movements in
the region” to mobilize against their governments (Mufioz 2020, p. 46), and Colombia was not the
exception.

The 2021 National Strike, in the words of Hectors Diaz (2021, p. 631), showed the
“unrestrained state violence” that demonstrators and civil society in general had to endure during
these episodes of civil unrest. Cali, However, became in the “epicenter of manifestations and state
violence” during the National Strike (Diaz 2021, p. 636). Cali, nevertheless, as Miguel Rojas and
Laura Quintana argue (2022, p. 356), also became in the epicenter of peaceful social organization
and mobilization, where multiple low-income communities, many criminalized and targeted by
the police, became in “symbols of collectivity and solidarity”. Despite the violence, low-income
communities in Cali organized and mobilized their people to resist state violence and to provide
efficient and sustainable solutions to the most vulnerable of their communities.

Although I read the news daily and | was well informed in Canada about these episodes of
civil unrest that emerged in 2020 and that extended to 2021, I did not measure the extent and actual
implications of how these episodes of civil unrest affected people and the infrastructure of Cali.
Most of the streets that we took in northern neighborhoods, including Acopi and other important

neighbourhoods that have important national and local industries, presented severe damages in
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their public and private infrastructure, especially in the network of traffic signs, traffic lights, and
public lightening. There was not proper public lightning in most of these areas that we drove in
northern neighbourhoods, which made me raise questions about the conditions of the public
infrastructure in southern neighbourhoods, as well as those areas in Cali where | intended to do
fieldwork.

As we approached downtown, | realized that other parts of the city also presented severe
public infrastructure damages. Besides the lack of traffic lights and public lightening, I also noted
that many bus stations on main avenues, such as those on the 5™ avenue, were either burned down
and covered in ashes or severely vandalized. | also noted while crossing downtown on my way to
the south that bridges and important infrastructure had graffities denouncing police brutality with
phrases like “stop the genocide” (El Cartel, 2021%°). Zigzagging sticks, trash, buckets, and all the
debris that clashes between the protesters and the riot police left behind gave me enough time to
observe with detail these graffities and the severe damages to the public infrastructure.

When 1 finally reached the south of Cali, | observed that many of these neighbourhoods,
particularly those situated on main avenues, suffered even more than those neighbourhoods in the
north. Between Unicentro, one of the most exclusive shopping centres situated in a wealthy area
in the south of Cali, and the Pichincha Military Base, the driver had to reduce the speed and use
the high beams because the damages in the public lightening network and the public infrastructure
were too severe. The infrastructure of this part of the city was almost in shatters, where debris
expelling smoke was still present on main streets and sidewalks. These overwhelming images of
barricades, graffities denouncing police brutality, graffities with the faces of those who were killed
during the protests, debris, and ashes made me realize that Cali was going through a period of
social tension that | overestimated (Gutierrez, 2021, p. 204).

This scenario of conflict was also going in hand with a scenario of large and open
manifestations of civil disobedience that | also never expected—uvery similar to the concept of
widespread civil disobedience that Sovacool and Dunlap (2020, p. 5) introduced in the analysis of
social mobilizations and protests during the opposition against the Vietham War in the United
States. People were not respecting traffic lights, at least those that remained standing after the
National Strike. People were not respecting other traffic regulations either, such as the wearing of

helmets while driving a motorcycle. | remember that while crossing the intersection between the

15 https://cartelurbano.com/historias/del-puente-para-alla-hay-censura-la-lucha-por-las-paredes-en-cali
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13" street and the 100" avenue, the traffic lights were not working, so cars were going in all
directions. When the driver and | finally passed the first lane of the 100" avenue, | saw a police
officer and a traffic agent in all that chaos trying to contain and control the traffic without success.
These generalized acts of civil disobedience against traffic regulations and law enforcement
agencies of the state started to become more repetitive as we approached more crowded streets,
where pedestrians, motorcyclists, drivers, and cyclists were ignoring the most fundamental traffic
regulations.

This first impression aggravated throughout the following weeks, where | finally had the
chance to walk and drive through multiple parts of the city, which allowed me to confirm the state
of generalized fear and chaos Cali was in. During these episodes of civil unrest during the National
Strike, there were multiple strange episodes of people breaking into houses and gated residencies
in middle-class and upper-class neighbourhoods in the south of Cali, which caused a generalized
sense of fear that is still very much present in society. These episodes of people breaking into
houses and gated residencies created a generalized sense of fear that transcended to a widespread
and very visible aporophobia in Cali. During these episodes of break-ins, people in middle-class
and upper-class neighbourhoods shared on WhatsApp that people from low-income
neighbourhoods were breaking into houses and gated residencies to steal and attack the population.
These texts described people from lower-income areas of Cali as “poor, bad, and violent” (Bravo
and Rodriguez, 2021, p. 151). However, these episodes of break-ins were more a strategy to spread
fear on social media, which criminalized and stigmatized the poor, rather than actual events that
occurred during the National Strike.

This generalized sense of fear and this grotesque online campaign against the poor made
me understand and empathize with those concerns that emerged when | talked for the first time to
members and leaders of CSGs during participatory observations. During this time, people in low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali were afraid of what people from middle-class and upper-class
areas of the city could do to them. This online campaign against the poor used fear tactics to
describe people from the Agua Blanca District and the Highlands as violent, which turned this
entire population into vermin and a target (Bravo and Rodriguez, 2021, p. 155). People in wealthy
areas of Cali, such as Ciudad Jardin, went out with loaded guns and started shooting people who

participated in peaceful social mobilizations during the National Strike with a clear anti-poor
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discourse, which targeted people from low-income areas of the city who were protesting against
social exclusion and inequalities (Semana, 2021%; Pardo, 2021'7).

This generalized sense of fear and social antagonism against the poor, as well as the severe
damages in the public infrastructure of Cali, were not the only factors that made me worry about
the ethnographic component of this thesis. Besides these challenges that | did not consider in
Canada, I also had to include that throughout 2021, local authorities reported that Cali was going
to hit record high homicides rates, especially when compared to 2020. Local authorities announced
that Cali had three homicides per day in 2021, which meant that Cali reached a homicide rate of
almost 60 per 100,000 inhabitants. The most violent months of the year were between May and
June, which is when the National Strike took place. During these two months, 331 people were
victims of homicides in the city, meaning that Cali had almost six homicides a day during these
months (EI Pais, 20228). This staggering numbers of homicides throughout 2021, as well as this
complicated context of constant social tensions in Cali and the severe public infrastructure
damages, brought new challenges and considerations that | did not anticipate when | organized my
fieldwork plan in Montreal.

For this reason, | had to reorganize the way | structured and organized the questionnaire
and ethics application for this thesis. Luckily, I completed and submitted the ethics application and
questionnaire of this thesis after these first evaluations in the field, which allowed me to
accommodate the questions and ethical guidelines of this thesis rapidly before engaging with
members and leaders of CSGs. One of those changes consisted in providing members and leaders
of CSGs proper safety protocols to make sure that they felt safe and that they were always protected
from the consequences that might emerge from participating in this thesis.

One of those first changes that | added to my ethics application and the questionnaire,
which is a component of the semi-structured interviews, was that members and leaders of CSGs
decided whether the interview could be audio recorded. | wanted to audio record the interviews
and thus be able to go back to the audios in case | had a question or found a new discovery.
However, this first question of the semi-structured interview demonstrated to be accurate and

effective to those realities that participants and | faced in the field. This first question allowed

16 https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/tension-en-cali-ciudadanos-de-ciudad-jardin-salen-en-sus-camionetas-a-
enfrentar-a-los-manifestantes/202137/

17 https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-57896658

18 https://www.elpais.com.co/cali/cifra-de-homicidios-en-cerro-el-ano-pasado-por-encima-de-1os-1-200.html
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participate to assess the danger that they might be exposed to in case someone heard their voices
speaking about networks of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali.

In the end, those leaders of CSGs in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District who
participated in the semi-structured interviews, declined to be recorded out of fear of being targeted
for their participation in networks of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods. Participants stated
that having their voices recorded represented a threat to them and their families, and therefore,
asked me to take notes and use other names while gathering notes during the semi-structured
interviews. All participants requested to limit the amount of personal information that could lead
to them, such as names, location, name of the CSG, and neighbourhood.

While gathering notes in the field, I wrote down information without using names or
specific locations. I would use ‘participant number one’ instead of the actual name as the tittle of
the semi-structured interview. | also avoided to have the name and exact location of the CSGs and
networks of solidarity that | observed in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District. In this
way, | was able to collect information about leaders of CSGs and their networks of solidarity
without exposing their identity, especially if a gang member or someone from an illegal armed
organization, as well as a police officer, stopped me and went through my belongings—people
from the community told me that this happens very often in these low-income neighbourhoods in
the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District—. These safety protocols and ethical practices in
the field provided leaders of CSGs the proper preventive measures that safeguarded their lives,
which, in turn, benefited this thesis since they participated and accepted to speak about their local
networks of solidarity within the context of this generalized sense of fear and permanent social
tension in Cali.

Their participation, nonetheless, also made me understand, which is also an argument that
Melo suggested (2021, p. 62 and 30), that members and leaders of CSGs were aware of the context
of violence and repression that they were trapped in, but they also showed that these fear tactics
from the Colombian government and other sectors in society were not having those expected
effects. Members and leaders took precautions, such as asking me to limit personal information,
but their active community engagement and constant acts of resistance in their communities
showed that these fear tactics were not enough to stop members and leaders of CSGs in low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali from mobilizing during the pandemic crisis and the National Strike
(Melo, 2021, p. 148).
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The abductive nature of this research, which | previously discussed and justified, helped
me to adjust my research methods, safety protocols, and ethical guidelines to these new challenges
and realities that | encountered in the field. This methodological flexibility provided me with the
opportunity to offer effective solutions to these new challenges that | encouraged after doing
participatory observations in Cali. This abductive approach also allowed me to confirm that
members and leaders of CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Potrero Grande, and Polvorines
organized and mobilized their communities while facing challenges that were more complicated
than I anticipated. Members and leaders of CSGs mobilized to propose solutions to those pressures
and constraints that emerged from the pandemic crisis while also facing an environment of fear,

violence, and repression during the National Strike.

3.3 Participatory Observations

The findings of participatory observations confirmed that multiple networks of solidarity
were operating in Potrero Grande, Alto Jordan, Pampas del Mirador, and Polvorines. However,
these networks were not easy to define, which was one of the main purposes of this thesis. Contrary
to what | expected, these networks of solidarity showed that they could produce a very flexible
organizational structure that allowed members and leaders of CSGs to accommodate their
strategies of survival and thus offer multiple solutions to local needs. These networks provided
food for people in need, the construction of public infrastructure, daycare services, transportation
services, and many other services that the community needed. During participatory observations,
| observed that these networks of solidarity were constantly identifying and addressing local issues
instead of focusing on just one sole problem.

However, there was one activity that really caught my attention due to its widespread
presence in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali: community kitchens (ollas comunitarias). |
observed that members and leaders of CSGs established goals and deadlines to assess multiple
issues within their communities (e.g., improving a local retention wall on Monday, painting the
local school on Thursday, bringing a medical mission to the community on Saturday), but they
held community kitchens almost every day. I noticed that these community kitchens represented
one of the most important and visible forms of what Forero calls “community self-management”
(52autogestion comunitaria) in those low-income neighbourhoods where | carried out

participatory observations (Forero, 2022, p. 11)
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In low-income parts of Cali, most people are informal workers who relied on their daily
informal economic activities to survive and to generate income for their families. When the
pandemic became a public health issue in Colombia and the government started to implement
lockdowns and other emergency measures, people in low-income neighbourhoods were very
affected, especially when they were forced to stay at home without any source of income for all
those months of lockdowns and quarantines. In Potrero Grande, for example, 67% of the
population relied on informal economies to survive (Padilla et all, 2020, p. 27-29). For this reason,
people in Potrero Grande and low-income areas of Cali started to use community kitchens as a
local strategy to survive during those hard months of the pandemic crisis. | confirmed from
participatory observations and previous publications regarding strategies of survival in Cali that
these community kitchens started operating in 2020 and continued operating throughout the whole
pandemic crisis and the National Strike (Padilla et all, 2020, p. 27-29).

| also observed that these community kitchens in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca
District operated thanks to a well-organized strategy of self-management and self-sufficiency that
members and leaders of CSGs developed and maintained despite the challenges. Due to the amount
of food that | observed members and leaders of CSGs preparing and cooking every day, | expected
to see the arrival of big trucks dropping food off. | also expected a big donor, such as the
government or a large organization, dropping food off at some point. However, | observed that
these community kitchens ran thanks to the contributions of people from the community, local
foundations, small companies, and outside donors (e.g., people from wealthy areas that wanted to
contribute). These community kitchens, as John Arboleda also claimed (2022, p. 40), were
community-based initiatives that people in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali started off and
maintained themselves thanks to their self-management skills.

In the morning, people would start gathering and creating a whole environment of
solidarity, affection, and friendship. Members and leaders of CSGs always asked each other “how
are you?” and greeted each other with affection when arriving and gathering at community
kitchens. Then, after this whole process of creating and nourishing affectionate bonds among
participants of community kitchens, people from the community would start bringing food and
other supplies, such as beverages, plates, and firewood. | noticed that members and leaders of
CSGs used that exchange of resources with people from within and outside the community as a

moment to catch up and talk about their families and their lives. These exchanges also involved
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short conversations that members and leaders of CSGs used to inquire about someone in the
community who might need more help. After these exchanges of resources, members and leaders
of CSGs would start bringing bricks and firewood to start the firepit.

Then, close to 11 a.m., members and leaders of CSGs would start preparing and cooking
all the ingredients to have everything ready for lunch. Finally, around 12:30 p.m., participants in
charge of serving and distributing the food would start organizing the plates and asking people
who were already waiting to line up. Usually, beneficiaries went to these community kitchens if
they needed food. However, members and leaders of CSGs would also fix plates for seniors and
people with restricted mobility. In this case, participants would ask a kid to have the plate delivered
to their homes, which is usually not very far from the community kitchen.

For this reason, | confirm through participatory observations that these community
kitchens, despite their small size, required a “large-scale mobilization” within the neighborhood
to propose an “articulated” and “practical” solution to local issues (Cantat and Feischmidt, 2019
p. 380-381). On the one hand, one might argue that community Kitchens are simple and small-
scale strategies that people in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali used to survive, but, on the other
hand, | observed that these community kitchens required a significant number of people in the
neighborhood to come together and collaborate for community kitchens to be sustainable and
efficient. Therefore, networks of solidarity might prematurely seem unsophisticated and plain, but
these networks require a complex social organization and mobilization.

During my observations, | also noted that networks of solidarity in low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali had an “informal organizational culture” that made them for efficient than
state bureaucracies (Pyoria, 2007 p. 17). Leaders of CSGs distinguished the individual aptitudes
of their neighbors, knew well the availability of local resources, and possessed local knowledge
that helped them propose fast and efficient solutions to local problems. These abilities helped
leaders of CSGs to organize their local networks of solidarity with efficiency.

Nevertheless, what | found relevant during these exchanges is the collective sense of
solidarity that really maintained and nourished these bonds among participants and the engagement
of their community despite the widespread violence and material poverty that emerged during the
pandemic crisis and the National Strike, which is also an argument that Duran et al made from
similar observations in community kitchens during the National Strike (Duran et al, 2022, p. 21).

| observed that these community kitchens were more than strategies of survival for people in low-
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income neighbourhoods. These community kitchens were also spaces that provided members and
leaders of CSGs the platform to connect with themselves and with the community. All the
interactions that | observed worked towards the strengthening of bonds among members and
leaders of CSGs, people from the community, and outside donors.

| also noticed that the construction of these bonds was based on discussion about the
general well-being of these territories and their people. Members and leaders of CSGs engaged in
conversations that went beyond than feeding people through their local network of solidarity. They
engaged, for instance, in discussion on social exclusion, inequality, cultural heritage, the local
culture, among other topics while they were either preparing or cooking the food. These networks
operated as something more than a strategy to feed people in need in times of crisis, which is also
important to highlight. All these discussions made me realize that these networks of solidarity
functioned as something more profound and long-lasting.

| observed a community kitchen in Potrero Grande where the leader and many of its
members belonged to ethnic minorities, and they engaged in these deep conversations of cultural
heritage and the importance of preserving the cultural codes of ethnic minorities in large cities like
Cali, as well as in other regions of Colombia, while preparing and cooking the food. What |
observed in this community kitchen in Potrero Grande, borrowing the words of Olga Sorzano
(2022, p. 658), is a “cultural explosion”. While discussing about the importance of cultural codes
of ethnic minorities in Cali, participants brought portable speakers and played music associated to
ethnic minorities in Colombia, and they danced and sang while preparing, cooking, and
distributing the food.

When | saw people dancing, greeting with affection while asking about their families, and
engaging in these deep discussions about cultural heritage, | realized that these networks of
solidarity went beyond of what | expected, and instead, promoted what locals in low-income
neighbourhoods in Colombia call “solidarity gathering” (juntanza comunitaria) and “living with
pleasure” (vivir sabroso) (Sorzano, 2022, p. 658) — the phrase of living with pleasure might take
different definitions according to local cultural codes, however, within the Afro-Colombian culture
from the Pacific coast, living with pleasure is a rhetorical device that evokes the ancestral times
when people were connected with the “environment, with nature and with people” and thus achieve
the highest degree of individual and collective well-being (Lozano and Arcadio, 2019m p. 50-51).
These networks of solidarity operated to feed people in need in low-income neighbourhoods and

55



it fulfilled a very important role in the community by providing people with the platform to
organize and mobilize and thus provide fundamental goods and services in times of crisis,
especially when people were hungry and lacked the resources to feed themselves and their families.
However, networks of solidarity went beyond that fundamental purpose and engaged in much
deeper discussions about the role of cultural codes of ethnic minorities in large cities like Cali.

| also observed that the leader of this CSG and other elders used orality and culturally
oriented discussions with participants and beneficiaries regardless of their ethnicity. During these
discussions, the leader and other elders talked about discrimination, racism, and the importance of
maintaining cultural codes for the social, cultural, and economic advancement of Cali. These
discussions became in an “intellectual sandbox” that helped participants and beneficiaries to
engage with these discussions more easily and to develop a sense of “familiarity” and “ownership”
(Shawn et al, 2021, p. 925-926). These discussions at community kitchens allowed participants
and beneficiaries to understand and discuss these topics through oral interactions, which made
these discussions easy to engage with.

These cultural discussions were also present when | observed networks of solidarity in the
Highlands. I confirmed with interviews that Maria Andrade (2021) carried out during the pandemic
that these community kitchens operated in the Highlands during the pandemic crisis, and many
remained after 2020, especially in those areas that were disproportionally affected by
unemployment and malnutrition in children. Participants also used the exchanges between
participants and donors from within and outside the community to discuss about politics, social
exclusion, and the current economic situation. These conversations, as Duran et al also
encountered during their ethnographic observations during the pandemic crisis and the National
Strike (2022, p. 21), were also based on how solidarity maintained social bonds within their
communities and how these bonds united people to organize and mobilize to promote the well-
being of their people, as well as to promote small acts of resistance.

This is when the research focus of this thesis starts to play an important role in the
understanding of how members and leaders of CSGs organize and mobilize their communities
during the pandemic crisis. | expected after a month of participatory observations in the Highlands
and in the Agua Blanca District to see at some point consistent forms of large social mobilizations
that could explain the survival of the poor in the city, such as those large protests during the
National Strike in 2020 and 2021.
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However, after participatory observations, I noticed that these small networks of solidarity,
following the ideas of Alejandro Sanmiguel (2022, p. 16), were the real engine of social
organization and social mobilization in low-income neighbourhoods in Pampas del Mirador, Alto
Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande. Every time that | visited these neighbourhoods, the
community kitchen was open and running and other forms of local networks of solidarity were
operating, such as daycares and fundraising campaigns (e.g., flea markets, bingos). During
participatory observations, | confirmed CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali mobilized

actively through these small networks of solidarity instead of large forms of social mobilizations.

3.3.1 Conclusion of Participatory Observations

The participatory observations of this thesis, as well as the works of Colombian scholars
with a similar research focus (Cortazar and Mosquera, 2019, p. 19), confirmed the hypothesis of
this thesis. As a first part of the hypothesis’ verification, the findings of these participatory
observations confirmed that low-income communities in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca
District organized and mobilized actively during the pandemic crisis, especially in the forms of
community kitchens, which addressed increasing and concerning rates of hunger in these low-
income areas of Cali. | observed that these community-based networks of solidarity were the only
permanent form of organization that helped the community on a permanent basis during such
unprecedented times.

“[T]he identity of these neighbourhoods [in Cali] is translated to self-management and
solidarity” (Del Rio and Quintero, 2022, p. 69), and therefore, networks of solidarity—as clear
manifestations of community self-management and solidarity—are an excellent indicator to
demonstrate that members and leaders of CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines,
and Potrero Grande organized and mobilized actively during the pandemic crisis and the National
Strike. For this reason, the participatory observations of this thesis confirm that these “acts of
solidarity” (Del Rio and Quintero, 2022, p. 61), which “collectively seek solutions to shared needs”
in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, are the best evidence to argue that members and leaders of
CSGs organized and mobilized actively between 2020 and 2021 despite the challenges, pressures,
dangers, and constraints that emerged during the pandemic and the National Strike.

I will now proceed to assess whether the findings from the interviews also confirm the hypothesis,

and to what extent.
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3.4 Interviews

Discrimination is one of those structural challenges that members and leaders of CSGs face
in Cali on a permanent basis. Leaders of CSGs who participated in the semi-structured interviews
highlighted the marginalization and vulnerability that their communities face due to these
structural challenges related to the way people from well-off areas of Cali and the local government
have perceived people from low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca
District. Local elites have stigmatized and criminalized people from ethnic minorities that reside
in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, accusing people from these neighbourhoods of being loud,
lazy, undesirable, and violent (Vargas Gallego, 2015, p. 67; Restrepo, 1999 p. 185). For this reason,
one can say that socioeconomic status and ethnicity go together in Cali and discrimination is a
structural issue that affects people in low-income neighbourhoods disproportionally (Lopez, 2006
p. 39-40).

Leaders of CSGs claimed that there are misconceptions and narratives that have created
negative discourses about these communities, which, in turn, have created false discourses that
stigmatized and criminalized the poor. Participants also expressed great concerns regarding how
these false narratives, as well as the criminalization and stigmatization of the poor, have separated
people in Cali according to their socioeconomic status—instead of unifying the population, these
discourses have segregated society, where the rich and poor never interact—. Participants claimed
that people, including government officials and people from well-off areas, should go to the
Highlands and the Agua Blanca District and thus see the territory for what it really is: an epicenter
of solidarity and cooperation, instead of violence and crime.

These discussions about the perceptions of people from well-off areas in Cali and the local
government about people in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District led me to ask about the
role of the state when members and leaders of CSGs were carrying out community kitchens and
other networks of solidarity to help their people during the pandemic crisis. | found that Jorge Ivan
Ospina, the mayor of the city during the pandemic crisis, claimed that he prioritized the problem
of hunger between 2020 and 2021. He assigned more than 130 million USD for the purchasing
and distribution of bundles of food for the most vulnerable in Cali (Soto 2020; Payan 2021).
However, all participants claimed that the distribution of food in their neighbourhoods was

deficient. In those neighbourhoods where | conducted research, the local government only
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distributed food once and then government officials never showed up again. This was a constant
statement that participants maintained during our interviews.

This historical negligence of the local government, the Colombian government, and people
in positions of authority in Cali is the reflection of the apathy that CSG leaders talked about when
discussing perceptions about poor people in Cali, which resembles the evidence presented by other
local authors regarding the role of the Colombian state in these low-income neighbourhoods in
Cali (Fundacion Paz, 2016, p. 29; Poveda 2021, p. 29). However, CSG leaders mentioned that the
weak presence of the Colombian state during the pandemic crisis is not something new. CSG
leaders held that neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca have administered one
crisis after another one for many decades, where neither the Colombian state nor the local elite
have come to their rescue. For this reason, as CSG leaders argued, solidarity and cooperation
among members of their community has been crucial for the survival of people in the Highlands
and in the Agua Blanca District. All participants highlighted the importance of these local networks
of solidarity to supply those fundamental goods and service that the Colombian and the local
government were not providing, especially within the context of communities that live in constant
marginalization and vulnerability.

CSG leaders confirmed during our interviews that networks of solidarity (e.g., community
kitchens) are not new. These networks have existed for a long time, but people in Cali started to
notice them more during the pandemic crisis and the National Strike due to increasing rates of
hunger and the role that community kitchens had during the National Strike. Therefore, CSG
leaders confirmed that low-income neighbourhoods in Cali have organized and mobilized actively
during previous crises in Cali and that local networks of solidarity have played a major role in the
survival and organization processes of low-income communities.

CSG leaders also argued that people in the Highlands and in the Agua Blanca District have
placed high expectations upon their members regarding solidarity and cooperation. | noted that
participants have a high sense of solidarity and expected other members of their neighborhoods to
be solidary too during the pandemic crisis. | observed that participants, who also happen to have a
position of authority within their community and local CSGs, understood that it is through
solidarity and cooperation that they are going to be able to survive—they are well aware that
neither the Colombian government nor the local government will come to help—. For this reason,

participants emphasized social mobilization for the greater good. | analyzed all these processes of
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solidarity and cooperation through what we discussed during interviews and participatory
observations, which led me to the argument that solidarity and cooperation promote “social and
psychological transformation” that shapes the identity, culture, and leadership of low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali (Martinez and Bravo, 2018 p. 165; Montero, 2006 p. 144).

During our interviews, CSG leaders and | discussed the role of volunteers from private
universities and well-off areas of Cali, such as Ciudad Jardin, Pance, and EI Ingenio. CSG leaders
argued that the active participation and social engagement of university students from wealthy
areas of Cali is a sign that those communal values that emerged within low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali are reaching people from outside of the community, which is very positive.
CSG leaders argued that networks of solidarity have worked as a platform where people from
different areas of Cali, regardless of their socioeconomic status, gather and have meaningful
exchanges.

CSG leaders explained to me that networks of solidarity have also worked as spaces for
the gathering and promotion of community knowledge, which, for instance, have gathered all the
empirical knowledge of the community on how to develop community projects over decades. CSG
leaders told me that it is through networks of solidarity that elders and experienced CSG leaders
passed their knowledge from generation to generation. This knowledge is nowadays being passed
to newer generation of local leaders, as well as to university students from well-off areas of the
city, who are understanding the realities of low-income areas of Cali through their actual social
engagement. During the interviews, CSG leaders criticized local politicians because they lack
“local knowledge” (Participant 1) and showed great appreciation when students from well-off
areas of the city engaged with their communities. In this way, these students understood the
realities of low-income neighbourhoods through actual local interactions, gaining local knowledge
through their participation in networks of solidarity.

The first similarity between participatory observations and interviews with CSG leaders is
the process through which discourses and narratives of solidarity transform into tangible, daily
acts of resistance that have a profound and long-lasting effect in the daily lives of families in low-
income communities where networks of solidarity operate. During our conversations, CSG leaders
argued that these small acts of resistance—referring to networks of solidarity in their

neighbourhoods—in the Highlands and in Potrero Grande were essential to understand how
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solidarity and communal values have transformed into actual solutions that helped the community
during the pandemic.

CSG leaders from the Highlands and Agua Blanca mentioned that people in their
communities have brought solidarity and communal values from their places of origin and these
values and social norms have sustained and strengthened over time in low-income
neighbourhoods, which resembles the arguments that Alexander Prado also presented in the study
of victims of forced displacement and the Pacific diaspora in Cali (2020, p. 112). These solidarity
and communal values have nourished local “mechanisms of survival” where family and neighbour
networks have played a protagonist role. During our interviews, CSG leaders brought multiple
times the concept of solidarity and placed communal values at the heart of their social engagement.
They claimed that it was important to provide goods and services that people needed in times of
crisis, but they also claimed that solidarity should be the force that puts in motion local processes
of organization and mobilization. One CSG leader said, for instance, that “we are all born naked,
toothless, and bald, so solidarity and giving to others is the only things that’s going to endure
forever and go after life” (Participant 4).

One of the main characteristics of the CSG leaders that participated in this research is that
they live in the Highlands and in Potrero Grande — most of them have lived their entire lives in
these neighbourhoods. They are not in a better socioeconomic condition than the rest of the people
in their communities and face the same obstacles in the acquisition of basic goods and services.
However, they said that they spend many hours a day working with the community, providing
leadership in local community processes despite also having full-time jobs and not getting paid for
their social leadership within their communities. We talked about the fact that they sacrifice time
that they could have spent with their families. They also could have spent more hours working and
thus be able to bring more money to their families. Instead, they all said that they were willing to
make these sacrifices to provide social leadership in their communities. They all showed great
satisfaction and happiness in providing their leadership to their communities, so social initiatives
continued flourishing and helping the community.

In Potrero Grande, for instance, the CSG leader hosted multiple times a whole team of local
and outside volunteers at her home during the weekends, especially in December, where local
businesses and people from wealthy areas tend to donate toys and food for Christmas activities.

She told me that she also works full-time at a local recreational centre and that spending time
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during the weekends leading local community processes is not easy and sometimes take too much
of her energy. However, she said that this is something that she does because she loves her
community and wants to see her neighbours progress and have a better quality of life. Although
she said multiple times that she is not getting paid for her social leadership, she expressed her
happiness in helping others and her community. During the weekend during which we carried out
our interview, she hosted a whole team of volunteers at her home, including myself, where she
contributed financially to feed the whole crew of volunteers and local helpers.

When | interviewed the leader of Pampas del Mirador, she also mentioned that helping
others was essential for her. This concept of solidarity also played an important role during our
conversation and this word came up multiple times when she provided a justification for her social
engagement, leadership, and commitment. In the same way the CSG leader from Potrero Grande
helped local and outside volunteers, she also used her own home to host all volunteers and cooked
food for everyone participating in the network of solidarity. She did not allow me to go home
without a big plate of caldo. She took great pride when we talked about how these local acts of
resistance, justified in solidarity and communal values, were not just shallow narratives and
discourses without clear actions. Instead, as she claimed, solidarity is manifested through these
actions that have value and meaning for her and for people within her community. | was hearing
the word solidarity a lot while also feeling solidarity through these acts of resistance happening
around me.

When | interviewed the CSG leader from Polvorines, who has been providing guidance
and leadership on local community processes for fifteen years, | mentioned the participation of
university students from well-off areas of Cali during community-based activities in Polvorines
and in the Highlands. | mentioned that | was personally surprised for the active participation of
these university students often from private universities located in the wealthiest areas of the south
of Cali, such as Pance and Ciudad Jardin. When | expressed my surprise, she mentioned that
students learned new values that her community learned many years ago: “if you are not good for
sharing, you are not good for living” (Participant number 3). She argued that I should not be
surprised about the participation of these students in her community since solidarity would
encourage people to help others regardless of their socioeconomic status. She said that solidarity
is a value that she would practice even if she had nothing to share, which showed me how important

this value was for her and her community.
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| also spent a significant part of my interview with the CSG leader from Alto Jordan
discussing the concept of solidarity. She told me that she does not understand why people from
well-off areas of Cali do not share when people in her community share all the time even though
they have very little to share — she said, “you can always add more water to the cooking pot”,
making a reference to what people in Colombia do when they are running out of soup and you
have more people to feed (Participant 3). The day of our interview, she was leading a collective
project that students from private universities and well-off areas of Cali were carrying out at the
local communal school in collaboration with local volunteers from the Highlands. During our
interview, we talked about the food that she prepared for her family and all the volunteer that
participated at the communal school. | noticed, for instance, that she first made sure that all
volunteers had eaten before she and her family ate. When she was running out of sancocho, she
added more water to the cooking pot, which I found interesting since she used this same example
of sharing during our interview. When | asked about this act of solidarity, she responded that
people from well-off areas of Cali should learn more from her community because sharing is the
way they live and strengthen neighbour relations.

During our interviews, all CSG leaders from the Highlands and Potrero Grande that
participated in this research justified through solidarity and communal values their personal
sacrifices and the efforts of their communities to nourish and sustain local networks of solidarity.
Although these CSG leaders were not aware of the participation of other CSG leaders from Cali
and the topics that | proposed for the interviews, they all coincidentally justified their work through
solidarity and communal values, and | noticed that they expressed great happiness and satisfaction
when promoting and putting into practice these important values.

All CSG leaders emphasized the intrinsic connection between solidarity and their local
networks of solidarity, where CSG leader expressed that both nourished and strengthened each
other to make their neighbourhoods a better place despite the local challenges. During the
interview with my first participant, this CSG leader said something that helped me understand
better the connection between CSG leaders, solidarity, and networks of solidarity. According to
her, these three elements worked as “weavers” that maintained the community interlaced and
connected, resembling the fabric of a hand-made wool scarf. CSG leaders argued that networks of
solidarity are the place where the whole community really gets together and share a common space,

finding opportunities for cooperation, networking, and organization. As CSG leaders claimed,
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networks of solidarity work as the magnet that brings all the pieces of their neighbourhoods
together, solidarity is the engine that pushes people to cooperate and help, and CSG leaders provide
their knowledge and leadership. However, in the end, they all claimed that nothing would work if
we took away solidarity and those communal values that their communities have nourished and
maintained for so many years.

Despite these contributing answers, CSG leaders emphasized that the 2021 National Strike
increased their concerns regarding the safety of doing community work in Cali, especially in areas
where the presence of the state is weaker, such as the Highlands and Agua Blanca. In these areas
of Cali, as they mentioned, CSG leaders are more exposed to illegal armed organizations and local
gangs related to the micro-trafficking of drugs. For this reason, CSG leaders had improved their
safety protocols and acted with more cautiousness when interacting with their communities and
carrying out a community projects. During our interviews, for example, CSG leaders refused to be
recorded and cautioned me multiple times that locals could identify that | was not from the
Highlands or from Agua Blanca, which could bring problems to me, especially if gang members
stopped me to ask questions regarding my work in these communities — CSG leaders recommended
me not to say that | was a university student doing research since researcher, scholars, and
university professors are sometimes seen as leftists, which could turn me into a target.

CSG leaders expressed that the 2021 National Strike changed the dynamics through which
community work operated in Cali because, as CSG leaders say, “criminals y bandidos pescan en
rio revuelto” (criminals and bandits like to fish in troubled waters). This means that criminals use
in their advantage the chaos that the 2021 National Strike brought to Cali society and thus can
carry out their criminal activities in impunity. 2021 National Strike brought chaos to the city in an
unprecedented manner. They repeated multiple times that in these times of chaos and instability,
we should act prudently and remain vigilant. When | stopped in Agua Blanca to buy a bottle of
water at the local convenience store, there was a man in his late 40s or early 50s drinking a refajo,
which is a mix of soda and beer, and we started a conversation. The man was not aggressive, but
started to ask questions about my presence in the neighbourhood since I did not look like a local
according to him. When | was about to leave the convenience store, he recommended me to be
careful since making a guy like me disappear was not that hard. This comment made me think that

| should take the recommendations of CSG leaders seriously.
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3.4.1 Conclusion of Interviews

I concluded after these semi-structured interviews that the hypothesis for this thesis is right:
leaders of CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande organized
and mobilized actively during the pandemic crisis and the National Strike. | also confirmed through
these interviews that solidarity and cooperation played an important role in the way these low-
income communities in Cali engaged in community processes and thus proposed effective
solutions to local problems. These discussions of solidarity and cooperation were crucial to
understand the reasons behind why these communities organized and mobilized to help each other.

| also noted during the interviews that these networks of solidarity functioned as an
instrument to fight the “vertical notion of power” that the local elite has imposed upon them, where
the socioeconomic status of people dictates the “social other” (Martinez and Bravo, 2018 p. 166;
Weber, 1925/1984, page 228). Participants highlighted the importance of not creating false
narratives and divisions. Participants underlined the importance of knowing the territory from the
territory and not from afar. They were always open to the idea of receiving people from well-off
areas in Cali into their homes, so they could see the other Cali. Therefore, | saw that these
“participatory actions” were important strategies to change those negative and noxious narratives
against the poor in Cali (Hernandez, 1995).

| observed that these networks of solidarity worked as platforms where people in low-
income areas of Cali got together and proposed collective solutions against local problems.
However, these networks also served as spaces that kept the community together during times of
crisis, thriving and growing despite many of the challenges that they faced daily, from widespread
violence to material poverty and state absence. Therefore, | propose to understand networks of
solidarity as something more than mechanisms of survival in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali.
| observed and concluded that these networks maintained the community together, allowing
communities facing vulnerability and marginalization to organize and mobilize within adverse
challenges and circumstances in low-income areas of Cali.

These networks of solidarity, in other words, allowed people in Potrero Grande, Pampas
del Mirador, Alto Jordan, and Polvorines to generate effective local solutions during the pandemic
through collective work, where local groups assisted their communities through these networks
and permitted low-income communities to survive and thrive in times of crisis. These networks

should be understood as efficient platforms that can generate from community kitchens to feed
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families without the financial resources to buy food to promote the culture and identity of
disadvantaged populations in Cali. These networks, consequently, should not be disregarded
because of their small size and local reach. Instead, these networks demonstrated during my
research that despite their small size and local nature, they can be effective vehicles that improved
the quality of life of low-income families in Cali by proposing solutions based on local knowledge,

collective work, and solidarity.
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CHAPTER 4
4.1 Neighbourhood-based Solution and Communal Values

Throughout this thesis and based on my demonstration chapters (chap. 2 and 3), | have not
suggested that large social mobilizations were not important in the understanding and analysis of
how civil society in Colombia has organized and mobilized in times of crisis. Indeed, my argument
and approach suggest that Colombia possesses such a diverse and rich network of neighbourhood-
based organizations, particularly in low-income communities in urban and rural settings, that their
inclusion and analysis in the study of social mobilization in Colombia becomes therefore
imperative (Barrera, 2015, p. 69-70). For this reason, | decided to prioritize neighbourhood-based
groups in low-income neighborhoods in Cali and thus be able to analyze how low-income
neighbourhoods organized and mobilized in times of crisis during the pandemic, especially in
those areas of Cali that suffered the most during such unprecedented times.

After the presentation of participatory observations and interviews, my approach
demonstrated to be effective in the analysis of social mobilization in Cali during the pandemic
crisis—community-based networks of solidarity showed to be an excellent example of social
organization and social mobilization in low-income communities in Cali during the pandemic
crisis and the 2021 National Strike. The inclusion and prioritization of neighbourhood-based CSGs
and networks of solidarity in Alto Jordan, Pampas del Mirador, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande
effectively demonstrated that civil society in Cali remained active during the pandemic crisis
despite the pressures and constraints that emerged between 2020 and 2021, such as the widespread
implementation of emergency measures (e.g., lockdowns, quarantines, social distancing) and
staggering rates of hunger and unemployment.

The presentation of these ethnographic results proved, in other words, that those pressures
and constraints that emerged between 2020 and 2021 did not dimmish the ability of low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali to organize and mobilize to overcome local obstacles and issues, such as
widespread violence, material poverty, and hunger. Instead, CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto
Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande organized and mobilized actively to propose effective
solutions to many of the social issues that affected them, especially through the creation and
expansion of community kitchens, which remained the most visible form of networks of solidarity

during the ethnographic component of this research in 2021. These community kitchens attended
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rapidly and effectively issues related to hunger and malnutrition that increased in the Highlands
and in Agua Blanca during the pandemic crisis and the 2021 National Strike.

The creation and expansion of community kitchens between 2020 and 2021 in Pampas del
Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande demonstrated that civil society in low-
income neighbourhoods Cali did not stay motionless during the pandemic crisis. Low-income
communities in Cali demonstrated that they could adapt to those new challenges and obstacles that
emerged during the pandemic crisis and the 2021 National Strike, demonstrating their resilience
and ability to propose effective and rapid community-based solutions through solidarity and self-
management. The research of Claudia Pena (2010, p. 7 and 9) and Monica Velasquez show (2007)
that community kitchens are also a good example of those community-based strategies that existed
during pre-pandemic times in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca and that expanded and adapted
to attend the problems that emerged during the pandemic crisis in vulnerable communities in Cali,
such as higher rates of hunger and malnutrition.

The results of this research also showed that despite their small nature, neighbourhood-
based networks of solidarity required a complex logistical coordination to function properly. The
active participation of members and leaders of CSG, as well as of local volunteers from Highlands
and Agua Blanca and volunteers from well-off areas of Cali, remained essential to guarantee the
proper delivery of services, such as the provision of food to people in need in the community. In
the case of community kitchens, for instance, local CSGs in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca
required the daily provision of large quantities of food, which required the active involvement of
the whole community to make sure enough donations and food were being gathered.

Community Kkitchens are, therefore, also a good example of how low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali sustained solidarity and communal values throughout the pandemic crisis.
John Arboleda (2022, p.40) says that community kitchens “represented solidarity and food
sovereignty” during the pandemic crisis, where marginalized and vulnerable communities used
community Kitchens as shared spaces for sharing, collaborating, and helping each other.

These networks of solidarity also required a complex distribution of resources and tasks to
achieve the goals that the local CSG had set. Beyond the gathering of large amounts of food,
networks of solidarity also required the proper administration of resources and staff. CSG leaders
needed to make sure they had enough volunteers for the day, administer ingredients and food

according to the demand of the day to avoid waste or leaving people without food, assign tasks to
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volunteers according to their skills and past performance, and guarantee the proper delivery of
food. This complex coordination and logistical process showed that networks of solidarity in low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali required the proper application of self-management and logistical
skills despite their small nature.

The results of this research proved that community-based networks of solidarity helped
low-income communities to legitimize their social mobilization and thus centralize donations and
local community efforts. If people from the Highlands, Agua Blanca, and well-off areas of Cali
wanted to donate, the community would do so at the local network of solidarity, which people
considered as the legitimate and appropriate community-based organization for the gathering,
distribution, and provision of resources. This helped local CSGs to centralize donations and thus
gather enough resources for their local operations. Networks of solidarity also helped to centralize
the participation of volunteers in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca, which allowed local CSGs to
focalize community efforts and to have enough staff for their daily operations.

However, the results of this research also suggest that solidarity—explained in this research
as those “everyday relations” (D’Auria et all, 2019 p. 80-81) among members of low-income
communities that can transform caring acts into “low-key, small scaled” yet effective forms of
social mobilizations that sustain themselves through the desire of members to take care of each
other (Jacobson and Korolczuk, 2020 p. 139; Koobak et al. 2021, p. 126)—played a protagonist
role in explaining why people in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande
organized and mobilized during the pandemic crisis and the National Strike to protect their
communities. Therefore, following the arguments of Espinosa, who argues that solidarity and acts
of resistance go together in the Indigenous Peoples of Misak, Nasa, and Pijao in Colombia (2007,
p. 63-64), this thesis holds that this concept of solidarity played an important role in the creation
and maintenance of networks of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali during the
pandemic crisis and the National Strike. These mechanisms and strategies of survival that |
observed in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca were sustained during such challenging times
thanks to the communal values and solidarity of CSG members and leaders. The desire of helping
each other and collaborating, as all CSG leaders confirmed, is what really pushed people in low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali to organize and mobilize themselves to overcome those challenges
that emerged between 2020 and 2021.
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Low-income communities in Cali were able to survive during the pandemic crisis thanks
to those communal values and solidarity, which pushed low-income families to help each other
during such challenges times despite the constraints and pressures that emerged between 2020 and
2021. The results of this thesis, therefore, suggests that low-income communities were able to
overcome those challenges related to increasing rates of hunger, widespread violence, and material
poverty during the pandemic thanks to those small, community-based networks of solidarity where
neighbours in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande showed their
incredible ability to share, take care of each other, and promote communal values despite the
circumstances. In the same way other authors that studied civil society in Cali during the pandemic
suggested, solidarity played a major role in those community-based strategies and mechanisms of
survival that emerged and expanded throughout low-income neighbourhoods in Cali between 2020
and 2021 (Aguado and Revelo, 2018, p. 19; Arboleda, 2022, p. 40).

These local networks, in other words, should not be regarded as a lesser form of social
mobilization—especially when compared to those larger forms of social mobilization in Colombia,
such as anti-FARC manifestations in 2008 that mobilized Colombian society, Colombians abroad,
and engaged Colombians actively on social media platforms (see VVasquez, 2018). These networks,
as the results of this thesis suggest, can show how solidarity and communal values in low-income
neighbourhoods have materialized into small yet meaningful acts of resistance in low-income areas
of Cali, which, despite their small size, may lead to larger effects in society. For example, in times
when low-income families in Cali were facing increasing rates of hunger, widespread violence,
state negligence, state repression, and staggering rates of unemployment, solidarity among the
members of these marginalized areas of Cali transformed into effective networks of solidarity that
helped countless low-income families during challenging times (Saavedra et al, 2022, p. 21).

Although low-income communities in Cali were facing severe pressures and constraints
(e.g., state repression, material poverty, hunger) during the pandemic crisis and during the National
Strike, solidarity and communal values maintained the community together, which, in turn, these
values encouraged people to create and strengthen community-based networks of solidarity. Amid
all this chaos between 2020 and 2021, people in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali remained
strong and continued to protect their communities through these local networks of solidarity. Even
within the context of the widespread violence and state repression that these communities went

through during the National Strike, solidarity brought the community together, making low-
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income communities in Cali the epicenter of “self-management and community learning” (Duran
Saavedra et al, 2022, p. 21).

Participatory observations and interviews also confirmed that these networks of solidarity
in Cali, which were based on solidarity and cooperation, had cultural effects that went beyond the
boundaries of their own communities. The results of this thesis showed that solidarity and
communal values that were prevalent in Pampas del Mirador, Polvorines, Alto Jordan, and Potrero
Grande also reached other neighbourhoods of the city. The participation of volunteers from private
universities and well-off areas showed that networks of solidarity have the power to transform
culture and to project larger effects in society, reaching beyond the geographical boundaries of
their communities. Changing the culture of well-off areas of Cali and making wealthy families
understand the importance of solidarity and communal values is an excellent example of the reach
and power that networks of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods have.

These larger effects of networks of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali
demonstrated to have profound and long-lasting effects in society, which resembles the ideas that
Valencia offered when she argued that networks of solidarity during the National Strike in Cali
“built a new country” through neighbourhood-based acts of resistance, calling these networks a
“transformative entrance” to a new society (2022, p. 2-4). Making people, especially students,
from well-off areas of Cali adopt and engage with these values that are so inherent in the culture
of low-income communities in Cali is an excellent example of how networks of solidarity may
transform and influence the culture of the city. This process of cultural transformation has led to
the constant participation of students and volunteers from wealthy areas of Cali in local networks
of solidarity, which is spreading solidarity and communal values across multiple neighbourhoods
of the city regardless of their socioeconomic status. This has led to the adoption and increasing
practice of communal values and solidarity in Cali during the pandemic crisis.

During our interviews, CSG leaders argued that low-income communities in Cali have
experienced difficult challenges since their foundation, which resembles the arguments presented
by Amparo et al regarding the “brutal combination” (2021, p. 9) of racism, discrimination,
widespread violence, and the intermittent presence of the state in these marginalized areas of Cali.
These areas of Cali have historically experienced staggering rates of gang-related violence,
homicide rates, material poverty, social exclusion, vulnerability, and labour exclusion. For all these

reasons, CSG leaders argued that the current narrative and discourses that the Colombian
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government and the media are using might project the idea that these low-income communities in
Cali were facing an unprecedented crisis between 2020 and 2021. CSG leaders recognized that the
pressures and constraints that emerged during the pandemic and the National Strike made
community processes harder, especially when strict emergency pressures were implemented.
However, as they told me, these communities have been in a constant state of crisis. The pandemic
is just another crisis that these low-income communities in Cali needed to face.

CSG leader said that this mistaken narrative of an unprecedented crisis became more
visible when low-income families in Cali started to hang red rags on their window frames and
doors because of increasing rates of unemployment and hunger in low-income neighbourhoods in
Cali, which is an argument that Amaya also presents when he said that “food insecurity” in Cali
was marked by the hanging of red rags on window frames (2022, p. 14). However, CSG leaders
and local scholars argue that the fact that most people in these low-income areas of Cali are Afro-
Colombians who belong to the lowest socioeconomic classification and who experience high rates
of social exclusion and marginalization is not a mere coincidence or the result of a short-lived
crisis (Monsalvo, 2014, p. 122). Instead, CSG leaders argued that the current state of low-income
neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca, is the result of a long, well-established crisis
that comes from decades of state negligence, widespread violence, and material poverty. This is
also is also an argument that Diana Martinez presents (2019, p. 181), as the author says that the
Colombian government and the local elite have historically considered Agua Blanca as an “empty”
and “devaluated” space, which has justified “police repression” and “state negligence” against
their residents.

For this reason, CSG leaders argued that solidarity has been an excellent engine of social
organizations and mobilizations in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali, which has pushed low-
income families to find effective mechanisms to overcome local challenges. This argument is also
presented by Toro (2013, p. 37), who argued that these marginalized areas of the Highlands and
Agua Blanca have become in an “epicenter of self-management efforts and community solidarity”
despite the challenges that these communities have faced for so many years. Helping each other,
as expressed by CSG leaders, have been the main mechanism through which low-income families
in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca have found effective and rapid solutions to issues related to

hunger, unemployment, material poverty, social exclusion, and gang-related violence.
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During the interviews, the CSG leaders and | discussed that solidarity and networks of
solidarity have existed and have helped low-income neighbourhoods in the Highlands and in Agua
Blanca throughout multiple crises and during adverse circumstances, which is a similar argument
that Martinez presented in the analysis on how the Pacific diaspora have intergenerationally
survived in Cali and their struggles to preserve their “solidarity” and “the good living” (el buen
vivir) of rural Black communities (Martinez, 2023, p. 70). For this reason, small and local CSGs
with their networks of solidarity, as well as the concept of solidarity itself, are essential in the
understanding of social mobilization in Cali. During participatory observations and interviews,
these small forms of social mobilization showed how low-income neighbourhoods in Cali
organized and mobilized between 2020 and 2021.

Testing the ability of low-income populations in Cali to organize and mobilize during the
pandemic crisis and the National Strike through the analysis of community-based CSGs and their
local networks of solidarity demonstrated that those pressures and constraints that emerged during
the pandemic and the National Strike did not diminish the ability of civil society in Cali to organize
and mobilize in times of crisis. Instead, proposing the analysis of these community-based CSGs
and their mechanisms and strategies of survival, as well as proposing the analysis of their
communal values, showed that civil society in Cali adapted to those challenges and obstacles that
emerged between 2020 and 2021. Civil society in Cali, therefore, did not remain motionless
between the first two years of the pandemic and showed great resilience in proposing effective and
rapid solutions to local problems during challenging times.

4.2 The Expansion of Solidarity

The networks of solidarity that operated in Pampas del Mirador, Potrero Grande, Alto
Jordan, and Polvorines served as an important platform where people from low-income
neighbourhoods and people from well-off areas of the city gathered and had meaningful exchanges
during the pandemic crisis and the National Strike. These networks of solidarity allowed people
from other areas of Cali to have a common space for meaningful interactions and exchanges. In
other words, networks of solidarity functioned as a bridge during the pandemic crisis that allowed
people to connect in Cali regardless of their socioeconomic status. Interviews with CSG leaders

confirmed, for instance, that solidarity and communal values, which are so embedded and natural
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within the culture of low-income neighbourhoods, have expanded throughout the city thanks to
those bridges that networks of solidarity built between the rich and the poor during the pandemic.

The active engagement of university students from well-off areas in networks of solidarity
located in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca are an excellent example that shows how networks
of solidarity have a transformative, large, and long-lasting effects in the culture of the city. Those
values that pushed people to help each other and to be solidary are now reaching neighbourhoods
beyond the geographical and urban boundaries of the Highlands and Agua Blanca thanks to those
interactions and transactions that occurred in networks of solidarity. CSG leaders showed great
satisfaction in the participation of university students in local networks of solidarity, especially
because CSG leaders understand—in the same way they recognize the sacrifices of their own
communities—the individual effort that these university students must go through to participate in
networks of solidarity in low-income areas of Cali.

Many of these university students are exposed to multiple challenges that they have never
experienced in their lives, such as taking a pirata (informal taxis) or motoraton (motorcycle taxi),
walking through unpaved roads under the sun for hours, eat what is available and not what they
want, and do physical labour (e.g., carry bundles of food and firewood, cleaning, fixing and
delivering plates). The willingness of university students from well-off areas of Cali to help these
low-income communities is an excellent example of how networks of solidarity have transformed
and keeps transforming the culture of the city towards a more solidary population.

The networks of solidarity in these low-income neighbourhoods have created a bond
between two socioeconomic groups of Cali that could overcome the geographical and urbanistic
segregation of Cali, where low-income areas of the city have historically remained isolated from
wealthy neighbourhoods and important areas of Cali for work and life opportunities, as Pelaez
explains referring to the case of Llano Verde and other neighbourhoods in Agua Blanca (2021, p.
1-2). The results of this research then suggest that networks of solidarity in the Highlands and
Agua Blanca produce larger effects in the city that can dismantle the “structural racism” and
historical divide between the rich and the poor that Cortes have proposed in the study of those
oppressive social structures in the city that disproportionally affect low-income families in Cali
(Cortes, 2023, p. 250)

Following this, first, the results of this research proved that networks of solidarity have a

unifying effect among members of CSGs in Pampas del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and
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Potrero Grande. These networks of solidarity worked as a magnet that brought low-income
families together to work for the greater good, where solidarity and communal values played a
protagonist role in the development and maintenance of these community-based strategies and
mechanisms of survival and cooperation. Second, the result of this thesis show that networks of
solidarity have also produced an effect that extended beyond the geographical and urbanistic
boundaries of low-income communities in Cali. The participation of university students from well-
off areas of Cali proved that networks of solidarity can have larger effects in society and not only
within the boundaries of the community. Those solidarity and communal values that grow so
naturally and are widely practiced within the boundaries of low-income communities are
nowadays spreading through the city thanks to the role of networks of solidarity in serving as a
platform for meaningful interactions and exchanges between two socioeconomic groups that have
been historically separated.

4.3 Local Knowledge

The results of this research also suggest that networks of solidarity were crucial in the
gathering, increasing sophistication, and preservation of community knowledge, which is all this
empirical knowledge that low-income communities in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca have
gathered over decades of developing and implementing neighbourhood-based social initiatives.
Each neighbourhood in Cali, especially those in conditions of marginization and vulnerability,
have structural challenges that are sometimes unique to that community. Therefore, the gathering
of community knowledge for the proper developing and maintenance of strategies and mechanisms
of survival is crucial for the survival of the community. Without this knowledge, low-income
communities in Cali would not have a foundation to build upon when creating and maintaining
networks of solidarity. These networks have gathered decades of successes and failures of
communities, which have helped CSG leaders and members to adjust and sophisticate their
neighbourhood-based strategies against material poverty, widespread violence, and state

negligence.
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CHAPTER 5
5.1 Conclusion

The participatory observations and interviews of this research confirmed that the pressures
and constraints that emerged during the pandemic crisis in Cali, Colombia, between 2020 and
2021, such as the widespread implementation of emergency measures to contain the spread of the
virus (e.g., lockdowns, quarantines, social distancing) and the emergence of new violent
phenomena, did not dimmish the ability of civil society in Cali to organize and mobilize in times
of crisis. The results of this research showed that CSGs in the Highlands and Agua Blanca adjusted
to these new realities that had arisen within the context of the pandemic crisis and the 2021
National Strike. This research found that, instead of remaining motionless due to strict emergency
measures and the arrival of new violent phenomena, CSGs in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca
organized and mobilized actively during the first two years of the pandemic crisis to propose
effective and rapid solutions to many of the local problems that appeared between 2020 and 2021.
Community kitchens remained during the ethnographic component of this thesis the most visible
form of social organization and mobilization in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca. Community
kitchens also were also an effective strategy through which communities maintained solidarity and
communal values throughout the pandemic crisis, remaining in important spaces for sharing,
collaborating, and helping each other during such unprecedented times.

The analysis of the results of this research and the works of local scholars also confirmed
that civil society in Cali organized and mobilized during the pandemic crisis in other low-income
neighbourhoods of the Highlands and Agua Blanca (Padilla et all, 2020, p. 27-29; Duran et al,
2022, p. 21), which demonstrated the active mobilization of Cali society in times of crisis. Social
mobilization, in other words, was not limited to those neighbourhoods that were included in this
research, and instead, the presence of networks of solidarity were also present in other low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali.

This thesis found that the presence and expansion of community kitchens across Pampas
del Mirador, Alto Jordan, Polvorines, and Potrero Grande remained the most visible example of
how local CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali addressed one of the most concerning and
increasing challenges during the pandemic crisis: staggering rates of hunger. CSGs in these low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali sustained and expanded and thus provided low-income families

within their communities with proper nutrition during times where 86% of families with
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dependants did not have access to the most basic goods and services (DANE, 2022, p. 19),
especially food and clothing. In the face of this chaos, CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in
Cali stepped in and demonstrated their resilience, solidarity, and creativity to respond to these
unprecedented challenges that emerged during the first two years of the pandemic.

After the careful evaluation of the results, this thesis confirms that civil society in low-
income neighbourhoods in Cali organized and mobilized during the pandemic crisis despite the
risks of mobilization and the increasing pressures from other factors, such as state negligence, state
repression, widespread violence, discrimination, and material poverty.

This thesis also showed that solidarity and communal values in low-income
neighbourhoods in Cali played an important role in the creation, maintenance, and expansion of
networks of solidarity during the first two years of the pandemic crisis. The observations and
interviews of this research confirmed that solidarity and communal values are embedded within
the culture of low-income communities in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca, which, in turn,
pushed local CSGs to develop community-based strategies and mechanisms of survival to take
care of each other in times of crisis. These local networks of solidarity allowed these marginalized
communities to address local issues, such as widespread violence, material poverty, and state
negligence. Beyond the desire for physical survival, the concept of solidarity has been the true
engine of social mobilization in Cali, pushing low-income communities to take care of each other
through remarkable community processes ““self-management efforts and community solidarity” in

Cali (Toro, 2013, p. 37).

5.1 Missing Elements

Although this thesis showed the resilience of CSGs in low-income communities in Cali
and tested their ability to organize and mobilize during such unprecedented times, this research
did not address the role of these local CSGs in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca in terms of
sustaining the culture and traditions of ethnic and social minorities in Cali during times of crisis.
Many of these local networks of solidarity in the Highlands and in Agua Blanca engaged in
cultural, ethnic, and identity discussions that this thesis could not explore due to its limitations.

Cali has experienced the constant arrival of people from the Pacific coast for the past 50
years, contributing to the strengthening of the Pacific diaspora in the city and their relevance in
the culture and identity of Cali and the Valle del Cauca (Valencia and Abadia, 2019, p. 1 and 95).
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However, the thesis did not address the role of local CSGs and their networks of solidarity in the
promotion and protection of those identities that have historically remained excluded at the
margins of society, such as those identities related to the Black diaspora from the Pacific,
Indigenous diaspora from Cauca and other rural regions of Colombia, as well as those identities
associated to gender and language minorities.

This important processes of “identity building” and “cultural differences” (Gonzalez, 2020,
p. 6) in low-income neighbourhoods that have large Afro-Colombian communities from the Pacific
in Cali are not discussed in this thesis, especially in relation to the role of local community
processes that touch upon the promotion and preservation of the Black culture and identity in Cali.
This research is therefore missing an important element of culture and identity that could have
been explored further through the analysis of how local CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in
Cali promote and defend the culture and identity of social and ethnic minorities against hegemonic

narratives and oppressive local social structures.

5.2 Further Research and Analysis

Barrera argues that Colombia counts with a “great wealth of communal organizations”
(2015, p. 69-70), and therefore, testing the ability of civil society to organize and mobilize within
different local contexts and realities is a topic for further analysis. For instance, future research can
explore how low-income communities in rural and urban settings have responded to their local
pressures and constraints in times of crisis. In this way, researchers can find those similarities and
differences in terms of social organization and social mobilization between low-income
communities in large cities and small villages, especially when new phenomena have emerged
during the post-conflict era, affecting urban and rural communities differently.

The intensification of deforestations, the expansion of illegal armed organizations, and the
diversification of the portfolio of illegal economies during the post-conflict era (Pirela et al, 2023,
p. 1-2) have led to the emergence of new pressures and constraints in rural settings, particularly
those with strategic value. Therefore, studying and testing the ability of CSGs to organize and
mobilize within these challenging and new contexts in rural Colombia is a new topic for further
discussion, especially those areas that sadly remain geographically and politically isolated from

the rest of the country.

78



The emergence of new violent phenomena in the Colombo-Venezuelan border is also a
topic that can lead to new studies in terms of social organization and mobilization within the
context of widespread violence. The intensification of violence, where rural communities have
experienced staggering numbers of homicides, forced disappearances, illegal recruitments and the
use of children in the conflict, the expansion of the National Liberation Army (ELN), and
increasing rates of forced displacement in the Colombo-Venezuelan border have posed new
challenges to communities located in Arauca and other regions in the northeast of Colombia
(HRW, 2022%%). Hence, analyzing the ability of CSGs in this large area of Colombia and Venezuela
to organize and mobilize in the face of such dangerous circumstances is also a topic that requires
further discussion.

The presence of illegal armed organizations from Mexico and Venezuela and their current
expansion throughout the Highlands and Agua Blanca is also another topic that can serve for future
researchers in the study of processes of social organizations and mobilization in Cali (Trujillo,
202329, The presence of international cartels imposes new challenges that might affect the ability
of local CSGs in low-income neighbourhoods in Cali to organize and mobilize.

The emergence of this violence phenomena led me to the following questions, does
solidarity work the same way within the context of rural and urban settings? If so, what are the
main differences and what are the sources of these discrepancies? The comparative analysis of
how different CSGs within different urban and rural contexts have organized and mobilized during
the pandemic crisis is also a topic that can be analyzed further. Does CSGs in low-income
communities in Cali and in Bogota have the same degree of social organizations and mobilization?
Do we see the same degree of solidarity in low-income neighbourhoods between these two large

Colombian cities?

19 https://www.hrw.org/es/news/2022/03/28/colombia/venezuela-abusos-de-grupos-armados-en-zona-fronteriza
2 https://www.elpais.com.co/judicial/lo-que-hay-detras-de-la-presencia-del-tren-de-aragua-y-carteles-mexicanos-de-
la-droga-en-cali.html
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Appendix 1

Carlos J. Zapata
Questions for semi-structured interviews

After formally recruiting a participant and receiving consent to carry out semi-structured
interviews during participatory observation

*Activity refers to the mechanisms of survival. Locally, people call it “activity”.

1. Can you please describe this civil society group?

a. Who is participating?
b. Isitinformal or formal?
¢. What is the main goal or purpose of your group?
d. When was this group created and why?
e. Is this group addressing a local issue? If yes, which ones?
Can you please describe the activity you’re doing today?
a. Who is benefiting?
b. What goods and services are you providing (e.g., food, medical supplies, water,
daycare)?

. What is the main goal of this activity?

a. Is this activity addressing local issues associated to violence, state repression,
poverty, among other issues that brought the pandemic crisis?
b. Are you finding any challenges to achieve this goal? If yes, how are you
addressing these challenges?
Did this activity exist before the pandemic crisis?
a. If yes, how did it change?
b. If no, jump to question number 4.
How and why did all of you create this activity?
a. What were the main motivations?
b. How did the community gather and mobilize to create this civil society groups
and help the community?
How do you run this activity (e.g., funding, logistics, staff)?
a. Are you receiving money from the state or the private sector? If no, are you
raising the money yourselves?
b. Do you have a specific organizational structure?
In your opinion, is this activity positively changing the individual and collective realities
of your community?
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Carlos J. Zapata
Preguntas para entrevistas semiestructuradas

Después de reclutar formalmente a un participante y recibir el consentimiento para
realizar entrevistas semiestructuradas durante la observacion participativa

* Actividad se refiere a los mecanismos de supervivencia. A nivel local, la gente lo llama
"actividad".

1.

NS}

(5]

W

N

7.

(Puede describir este grupo de la sociedad civil?
[ ;Quién participa?
(Es informal o formal?
(Cual es el objetivo o propdsito principal de su grupo?
(Cuando se cred este grupo y por qué?
(Este grupo esta abordando un problema local? Si es asi, ;cuales?

s |

. (Puede describir la actividad que esta haciendo hoy?

[ ¢Quién se beneficia?
[ ¢(Qué bienes y servicios esta proporcionando (por ejemplo, alimentos, suministros
médicos, agua, guarderia)?

. (Cual es el objetivo principal de esta actividad?

[ ¢Estaactividad esta abordando problemas locales asociados a la violencia, la represion
estatal, la pobreza, entre otros temas que trajeron la crisis pandémica?

[ (Esta encontrando algun desafio para lograr este objetivo? En caso afirmativo, ;como
esta abordando estos desafios?

. (Existia esta actividad antes de la crisis pandémica?

[ Siesasi, ;como cambio?
[0 Si larespuesta es no, pase a la pregunta numero 4.

. ¢{Cémo y por qué todos ustedes crearon esta actividad?

[0 ¢Cuales fueron las principales motivaciones?
[1 ¢Coémo se reunid y movilizé la comunidad para crear estos grupos de la sociedad civil y
ayudar a la comunidad?

. (Como se lleva a cabo esta actividad (por ejemplo, financiacion, logistica, personal)?

[ ¢Recibe dinero del estado o del sector privado? Si no, ;estan recaudando el dinero
ustedes mismos?
[ ¢;Tiene una estructura organizativa especifica?

En su opinion, ¢ esta actividad esta cambiando positivamente las realidades individuales y

colectivas de su comunidad?
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