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Preface

Leticia Sabsay

Gender-​Based Violence in Latin American and Iberian Cinemas makes a 
timely intervention in the study of cultural representations of gendered 
configurations of violence whose scope and variety of registers open up a 
number of urgent questions for our historical present. How to avoid under-​
questioned definite contrasts between victimhood, agency, and resistance? 
How to address the increased visibility of different manifestations of machista 
violence in a way that neither reinforces the heterosexist old feminist idea 
that sexuality is the vector of oppression of women, nor dismisses the fact 
that this kind of violence is exercised on a wide range of bodies whose ways 
of inhabiting gender and sexuality challenge supremacist hetero-​patriarchal 
worldviews? The chapters gathered in this book by Rebeca Maseda García, 
María José Gámez Fuentes, and Barbara Zecchi allow us to reflect on these 
and other difficult questions with nuance and insight, at a moment when 
our globalized mediascapes insistently sway between celebratory aesthetics 
of cruelty and calls to the heightening of securitarian governmental practices 
and the enhancement of punitive horizons; between renewed and increas-
ingly brutal forms of misogyny feeding back into the backlash against so-​
called “gender ideologies” and moral conservatism.

On the whole, questions such as these make this book a perfect occasion 
for asking a key question in these mediated, convulsed, and precarious 
times: how to account for the work that representations do in informing 
the social imaginaries of gender, sexuality, and violence without reinfor-
cing  the terms in which the conversations on these matters have been 
shaped? The analyses of cinematic practices and artefacts from Spanish 
and Luso-​speaking countries from Europe and Latin America offered here 
clearly endeavour to unsettle hegemonic cultural representations of different 
manifestations of gender- and sexual-​based violence, femicide, and the gen-
dered configurations of violence more broadly, shedding light on the intrica-
cies of representational process and the creative work they entail. Relying on 
the selection of the material and sustained critical examination, the chapters 
systematically refuse the privatization or individualization of violence, 
overall showing its links to past and present forms of State-​sponsored vio-
lence, violent institutional orders, structural and symbolic materialization 

  

 



xviii  Preface

of inequalities, destitution, and neglect, alongside dynamics of exclusion, 
marginalization, exploitation, and discrimination, which run across and dif-
ferentially target myriad groups and populations along geopolitical, eco-
nomic, sociocultural, gendered, racial, sexual, and colonial lines. Further, the 
interdisciplinary engagement with feminist film theory, memory and trauma 
studies, decolonial and postcolonial theories, cultural studies, queer and crit-
ical theory allows the edited book to complicate the link between violence 
and representation, emphasizing not just the embodied dimension of vio-
lence and resistance but, more strikingly, the affective and bodily registers of 
creative representational work and its fruition.

The book engages an array of feminist perspectives at a complicated, 
albeit hopeful, conjuncture for feminist social movements as well. This is 
a time that has witnessed the vicious intents on the part of right-​wing and 
anti-​feminist groups to appropriate and revert some feminist axioms or the 
signifier “feminism” altogether, and the vicarious depolitization of feminism 
by means of its opportunistic mobilization in the media, style-​business and 
by political parties, all trying to capitalize on its renewed popularity. While 
feminism seems to have become fashionable in some quarters, there are other 
emergent forms of popular feminisms that promise some more interesting 
potential. And surely, the feminist revolt we have witnessed in recent years is 
not alien to these trends. Importantly, it was the protracted exercise of, and 
governmental indifference to, violence against women that first propounded 
feminism’s massive mobilizations and subsequent media attention. Looking 
at this complex panorama, the question arises: which versions of feminism 
are becoming hegemonic? For feminist scholarly and activist circles, this 
question has always been the object of intense battles, and nowadays myriad 
glocalized reiterations of the so-​called “sex wars” seem to be taking place. 
Not surprisingly, but nonetheless disappointedly, anti-​sex positions and 
trans-exclusionary radical feminists (TERFs) have taken over the modest 
space granted to feminists in mainstream media.

The chapters in the book also speak to this situation, veering off the 
naturalized link between vulnerability and (white and cis-​privileged) 
femininity—​key to anti-​sex and TERF’s positions. In their examination of 
a rich set of critical films, they expose the cultural coding involved in the 
representation of the pair victim/​perpetrator along the lines of the (hetero)
normative gender binary. In so doing, their readings of the films elucidate 
other enactments of vulnerability and agency, subjectivity, and relationality. 
Spanning a wide range of cinematic genres, from varied documentary forms 
to horror film, they touch on key themes such as the work of memory 
and the use of testimony in post-​dictatorship cinema, terrorist and post-​
revolutionary violence, postfeminist and queer representations, as well as 
the representation of gendered violence in postcolonial diaspora spaces and 
impoverished sites in the global South. Together, they call attention to the 
violence of representation and illuminate the potent space of resistance that 
the critical representation of vulnerability can become.
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�Screening counter-​violence
An introduction to giving account beyond 
memories of trauma

Rebeca Maseda García, María José Gámez Fuentes, 
and Barbara Zecchi

The persistence of gender violence despite a widespread feminist grassroot 
movement, institutional support in many countries, and even a certain 
mediatic fashion in others, demands a systematic scrutiny. At the source of 
the problem, we can find an unequal distribution of power and of economic 
and social rights, and different degrees of vulnerability. For the most part, 
the acts of violence are presented socially as unusual and isolated events 
(Radford; Messuti), failing to recognize and address the basis of violence, 
such as social inequalities (Kimmel), and the intersections and configurations 
of patriarchy with other axes of oppression (Sokoloff and Dupont; Jiwani). 
In sum, the hegemonic interpretation of gender violence refuses to acknow-
ledge discriminating processes through gender, racial/​ethnic group member-
ship, or sexual orientation. Thereby, it fails in articulating a political response 
that tackles the foundations of gender violence, namely, the inequality and 
oppression of certain (“injurable”) subjects throughout history.

Gender-​Based Violence in Latin American and Iberian Cinemas makes 
an important contribution to advancing the international debate on the 
representation of violence sustained on the gender regime. Throughout the 
volume, scholars from diverse cultural backgrounds and affiliations (Latin 
America, Spain, Ireland, the U.K., and the U.S.A.) analyse a wide spectrum 
of film productions from Latin America and the Iberian Peninsula, fea-
turing less frequent and under-​examined initiatives that disrupt, at different 
levels, canonical modes of representing gender violence. Accordingly, 
they pose alternatives to the hegemonic narratives that capitalize on the 
spectacularization of the victims. Rather than a mere catalogue of the 
manifestations of violence against women, these pages aim at significant 
restatements and fundamental rethinking of the intersection between gender-​
based violence and its gendered representation. The rationale of this volume 
can be regarded as threefold.

First, in dialogue with various feminist perspectives, including LGBTQ 
viewpoints in the context of the Anglophone, Lusophone, and Hispanic 
worlds, the volume discusses existing and desirable approaches towards 
the visual expression of gendered power inequality. Specialized litera-
ture coincides in defining female identity by its “injurability” (Butler and 
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Athanasiou): in the context of violence, women’s subjectivity is considered 
inherently vulnerable to injury and death. Moreover, in some instances, 
the woman bears responsibility for injuries incurred upon herself and/​or 
the female identity suffers “deformation” in the absence of any explicit 
perpetrator—​by deformation we refer to a loss of agency and self-​identity, 
that is, a process of “unbecoming” in Fraiman’s terms (Unbecoming Women). 
When representations of violence focus on the assailant, they excuse the 
aggression with tenable provocations by the victim: arguments, separation, 
jealousy, etc. In the best cases, these justifications establish the perpetrator’s 
lack of accountability. In the worst cases, these tactics assign blame upon 
the female victims for their lifestyle, actions, or inactions. Whenever present, 
the patriarchal commentary narrows its scope to focus on the singularity 
and specificity of these violent representations: purportedly these are par-
ticular stories, of particular women and men, in particular situations. The 
extrication of these narratives from common registers of violence conveni-
ently eliminates any possibility of a general social and political reflection 
and denunciation. In this unequal distribution of vulnerability, heterosexual 
women are not the only ones targeted as injurable with impunity, or dis-
posable without reparation:  the same gender-​based violence is committed 
against LGBTQ subjects. Homophobia and transphobia remain forms of 
structural violence worldwide—​even in the so-​called most progressive coun-
tries. Therefore, this text will address forms of gender violence beyond those 
exclusively directed against women:  that is, violence perpetrated against 
individuals that are engendered as female because of their race, ethnicity, 
sexuality, disability, age, or sexual orientation.

Second, this book highlights cinematic techniques and film practices that 
subvert traditional film modes of representation. Instead of objectifying the 
victim via the use of an apparently neutral camera that fragments the female 
body and makes it a spectacle—​the object of voyeurism and the fetish of the 
masochist gaze—​the films studied in this book prefer the use of a subjective 
(i.e. non-​neutral) camera, with haptic tactile takes that are prismatic to the 
spectator position or, conversely, distancing, denaturalizing techniques that 
produce effects of estrangement. In either case, the film syntax under scru-
tiny in these essays desexualizes the representation of sexual violence. This 
is particularly evident in the rewriting of traditionally masculine genres such 
as the Western and horror cinema.

Third, this collective volume analyses film narratives that highlight the 
subjective position of the female film-​maker and articulate the “unoffi-
cial versions” of the violent experience. These film practices juxtapose the 
stereotype of the powerless, gendered victim with the active female subject, 
endowed with agency in a variety of contexts where violence is exercised 
in the Hispanic world. Namely, this volume will explore the ways in which 
these films subvert the official discourses, by portraying, for instance, 
women’s active role in the Spanish Civil War, the Franco regime, and Brazil’s 
dictatorial past; women’s resistance to Portugal’s postcolonial trauma; the 


