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Introduction

	 Throughout history, the Latin American 
region has been conquered, abused, and violat-
ed. To this day, the rhetoric of Latin America as 
a menial at the service of others still permeates 
foreign policies and political agendas (Galeano, 11). 
The exploitation of the region’s people as well as 
resources has evolved through the decades but 
never came to a halt. Slowly and incessantly, the 
region’s veins have been cut open so that the op-
pressors could draw as much as they needed: from 
the right to be called Americans, to soil, fruits, and 
natural resources (Galeano, 12). 
	 This portfolio explores the many ways in 
which Latin America has bled and continues to 
bleed. The collection of pieces that follows does 
not revolve around a single political, economic, or 
social aspect of the Latin American exploitation. 
Rather, it is a journey through various facets of the 
region’s struggles. 
 

“Along the way we have even lost the 
right to call ourselves Americans [...]. 
For the world today, America is just the 
United States: the region we inhabit is 
a sub-America, a second-class America 
of nebulous identities. Latin America 
is the region of open veins”.
 

“Por el camino hasta perdimos el dere-
cho de llamarnos americanos [...]. Aho-
ra América es, para el mundo, nada 
más que los Estados Unidos: nosotros 
habitamos, a lo sumo, una sub Améri-
ca, una América de segunda clase, de 
nebulosa identificación. Es América 
Latina, la región de las venas abier-
tas”.

Eduardo Galeano, 
Open Veins of Latin America.  

	 The first piece, #NiUnaMenos: A Visual 
Journey, is an attempt to give a voice to the vic-
tims of systemic machismo and gender violence. 
Through a combination of stories as well as visuals, 
the piece hopes to narrate the emergence and 
development of Argentina’s feminist movement. 
In this particular work, I use Galeano’s metaphor 
of “open veins” to talk how much women’s blood 
has been and keeps being spilled in Latin America  
(and the world at large). I join my sisters in their 
call for Ni Una Menos: Vivas Nos Queremos.	
	 The second piece, United States: Arsenal 
Of Democracy or Dictatorship Lover?, uses the 
School of the America as a lens to assess the Unit-
ed States interventionism in Latin America. Chal-
lenging the rhetoric of the U.S. as the defender of 
democracy, I offer evidence of the country’s wide-
spread support to dictatorships throughout Latin 
America. In this piece, I explored the ways in which 
the U.S. is responsible for opening a lot of the re-
gion’s veins in terms of political stability.
	 The third piece, Venezuela’s Democratic 
Backsliding: From Chavez’s Delegative Democracy 
to Maduro’s Full-Blown Dictatorship, is an analysis 
of Venezuela’s political landscape from the Chavez 
presidency to Maduro’s regime. Using O’Donnell’s 
political theory, I explore the democratic backslide 
that has caused Venezuela to revert to an author-
itarian regime. Through Venezuela, I address the 
blood spill perpetuated by Latin America’s violent 
regimes. 
	 The fourth and last piece, Women’s ster-
ilization in Brazil: The Untold Story behind Struc-
tural Adjustment Programs, exposes the use of 
family planning to implement population control 
programs in Brazil. Debunking the myth that Lat-
in America’s overpopulation is the main cause for 
poverty, this piece provides evidence that family 
planning in Brazil was turned into a tool to target 
the poor rather than poverty. In this last piece, I 
touch upon a couple of aspects of Galeano’s “open 
veins”: first, I speak of the violence against poor 
and uninformed Brazilian women. Second, I ad-
dress the exploitation of Brazil’s natural resources 
at the expense of the Brazilian population.
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Susana Chavez was a Mexican poet. 
She grew up in Ciudad Juarez, a city 
l at the border between the US and 
Mexico. Living in Juarez, though, was 
tough. During the 90s, femicides 
spiked. All around Susana, women 
systemically raped and murdered.
Just in Juarez, more than 300 wom-
en were murdered. 

Susana used her poetry to de-
nounce the violence. In 1995, she 
coined what years later would be-
come the slogan of Argentina’s 
feminist movement.

 “Ni una muerta más, ni una menos” 
: “Not one more death, not one less 
woman”. 

On January 6th of 2011, Susana be-
came una muerta más, una mujer 
menos. Another woman killed for 
being a woman. The police investi-
gating her case dismissed it as an 
“unfortunate encounter” and the 
three teenagers who murdered her 
were set free. Her voice, though, 
continues to live.

#NiUnaMenos: 
A Visual Journey

Early Beginnings: Susana Chavez
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Early Beginnings: Susana Chavez
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Chiara was a 14 year-old Argentine 
teenager. She was pregnant with a 
baby that she wanted to keep.  When 
she told her boyfriend, he forced her 
to take medication to terminate her 
pregnancy and eventually beat her 
to death. Chiara’s body was found in 
the garden of her boyfriend’s grand-
parents.

This happens in 2015, five years af-
ter Susana Chavez’s death. Despite 
Susana0s call for “ni una menos”, 
not much has changed from the 
90s . 1 woman every 30 hours is still 
being killed in Latin America and, 
at this point, women are tired. They 
have seen their sisters, mothers, and 
friends be brutally violated. They 
want the violence to stop.

In Argentina, the grief for Chiara’s 
murder becomes a catalyst, the force 
that brings Argentinian women to-
gether.  

Argentina’s Cry: Chiara Páez

#NiUnaMenos: 
A Visual Journey
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June 3rd of 2015.
The First March.

Thousands of wom-
en took the streets 
in Buenos Aires, 
rallying around the 
hashtag of #NiUna-
Menos. 

They demanded 
anti gender-vio-
lence legislation, 
an official femicide 
register, and public 
officials’ training to 
reports of violence.
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The first march brought a wave of 
optimism. Women felt like their 
voices were finally heard. The opti-
mism, however, did not last long. 

Just a year after the first march, 
another woman was killed. Her 
name was Lucia Perez and she was 
an Argentine teenager who was 
kidnapped from school. She was 
drugged, gang-raped, and mur-
dered.

At this point, women‘s frustration 
grew even deeper. They realized 
that simply raising their voices was 
not enough to get the government’s 
attention.

The grief over Lucia’s murderer led 
to transformation within the #Ni-
UnaMenosMovement. In 2016, un-
der the conservative Macri admin-
istration, women decide to send a 
new message:  if we stop, your econ-
omy stops as well. 

#NiUnaMenos: 
A Visual Journey

Violence Continues: Lucia Perez
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October 19th of 
2016.
Paro Nacional de 
Mujeres.

Hoping to draw at-
tention to their de-
mands, women de-
cided to suspend all 
their activities for a 
symbolic hour.
 
They framed their 
importance in terms 
of economic terms 
to get the govern-
ment’s attention. 

Violence Continues: Lucia Perez
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2018: 
Law Micaela approved: gender training 
mandatory for all state officials.
2019:
Ministry of Women, Gender, and Diver-
sity is created. 
2020:
Abortion is legalized. 

#NiUnaMenos: 
Argentine Successes
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Please refer to Appendix 1 for a complete version of 
the map cited throughout the article.

SOA Watch.  2011.  “Map of U.S. 
Intervention in Latin America.”

United States: 
Arsenal of 
Democracy or 
Dictatorship 
Lover?
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United States: 
Arsenal of 
Democracy or 
Dictatorship 
Lover?



	 Starting from the Second 
World War, the United States’ de-
ployment of foreign aid contrib-
uted to the global perception of 
the U.S. as the “great arsenal of 
democracy” (Shepardson, 37). 
Disproving the rhetoric of the 
US as the protector of democ-
racy, Nelson-Pallmeyer’s analy-
sis of the School of the Americas 
(SOA) sheds light on the coun-
try’s “self-serving [attempt to] 
militarize the world” (xvii). Sup-
porting Nelson-Pallmeyer’s cri-
tique of the U.S. foreign policy, 
the SOA Watch map of US in-
terventionism in Latin America 
visually emphasizes the US’ will-
ingness to sacrifice democracy in 
Latin America in order to pursue 
its own economic, political, and 
strategic interests. 

	 The public opinion is divided 
regarding the role of SOA within 
the US foreign policy. Those loyal 
to the US’ democratic duty per-
ceive the School as an aberration, 
a “rogue institution” consisting of  
“a few demented soldiers” (Nel-
son-Pallmeyer, xiii). They argue 
that the SOA diverges from the 
traditional US-American foreign 
policy and should thus not be 
considered as exemplary of the 
country’s approach to foreign af-
fairs. However, Nelson-Pallmeyer 
and the SOA Watch both reveal a 
different truth. The SOA is an “in-
strument of foreign policy” that 
perfectly illustrates the grounds 
for U.S. interventionism in Latin 
America (Nelson-Pallmeyer, xiii; 
SOA Watch).

	 A first glance at the SOA 
Watch map is enough to con-
fute the aberration theory. 
The abuse of power exerted 
through the SOA is widespread, 
complex, and systemic (Nel-
son-Pallmeyer, xvi). The map 
shows interventions in 19 differ-
ent countries which could not 
have been organized without 
the support of the CIA and US 
officials (idem, xiii). If the SOA 
was a foreign policy aberration, 
why would the U.S lend it so 
much support? A closer look at 
the map shows an interesting 
pattern. Not only did the SOA 
perfectly embody US foreign 
policy values, it also served to 
carry out an anti-democracy 
agenda. Contrary to what one 
would expect from the “arsenal 
of democracy”, the map shows 
that all SOA interventions sup-
ported military regimes and re-
pressed democratic sentiments 
as well as popular movements.

 “
The abuse of 
power 
exerted 
through the 
SOA is 
widespread, 
complex, 
and systemic
”
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“
Once again, the 
US claims to act 
under the call 
for democracy 
while in truth it 
keeps pursuing 
its own political 
agenda.  
”

References
Nelson-Pallmeyer, Jack.  2001.  School of As-
sassins: Guns, Greed, and Globalization.  New 
York: Orbis, pp. vii-xix, 32-44

Shepardson, W. (1941). The United States as 
an Arsenal of Democracy. Proceedings of 
the Academy of Political Science, 19(3), 36-43. 
doi:10.2307/1172331
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Latin America.”
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	 The SOA’s fight against liber-
ation theology is one of the many 
US endeavours testifying to the 
manipulation of democratic values. 
While claiming to protect the world 
from the communist threat, the US 
engaged in “repressive policies tar-
geting progressive church leaders” 
throughout Latin America (Nel-
son-Pallmeyer, 33). It is nothing 
but ironic that, while fighting in 
the name of democracy, the US 
supported tactics typical of a dic-
tatorship: torture, murder, deten-
tion, and massacres (idem, 36). In 
a desperate attempt to pursue 
its mission against international 
communism, US generals favored 
the implementation of “a perma-
nent state of military control over 
civilian government, while still 
preserving formal democracy” 
(33). In doing so, they achieved 
two main goals: first, they carried 
out a self-serving agenda against 
communism. Second, they main-
tained the facade of a democracy 
loving country while also stifling 
democratic attempts. 	
.	 Nelson-Pallmeyer argues 
that while the SOA per se weak-
ened foreign democracies, the 
US based movement to close the 
SOA can “revitalize [the] nation’s 
democracy” (xix). According to his 
perspective, these movements 
have the potential to challenge 
the US on its harmful foreign pol-
icy, hence restoring the country’s 
role as the bearer of democracy. 
owever, the country’s response to 
the movements so far leaves little 
room for hope.  

Continuing its performative ef-
fort to support democracy, the 
US solely changed the name of 
the SOA and transformed it into 
the “Western Hemisphere Insti-
tute for Security Cooperation” 
(WHISC). The scope of the insti-
tution remains the same. Once 
again, the US claims to act un-
der the call for democracy while 
in truth it keeps pursuing its own 
political agenda. 
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Introduction
	 According to Guillermo 
O’Donnell, the international po-
litical system experienced two 
great waves of democratization: 
the first one, following World 
War II; the second one, during 
the 1970s and 1980s (65). In Lat-
in America, the second dem-
ocratic wave followed a long 
period of institutional military 
dictatorships that flourished in 
the region through the 60s and 
70s (Vanden and Prevost, 203). 
O’Donnell identifies this period 
of long-lasting military rule as a 
contributing factor to the fragil-
ity of Latin America’s democratic 
tradition. He argues that the new 
democracies inherited complex 
socio-economic issues (infla-
tion, economic stagnation, flimsy 
welfare systems) that ultimately 
jeopardized the emergence →

of “democratic political insti-
tutions” (62 - 63). His theory 
is a useful ally to understand 
how countries like Argentina 
evolved first into delegative 
and, successively,  consolidat-
ed democracies. However, if 
applied to Venezuela, O’Don-
nell’s hypothesis results in a 
complex case study that tran-
scends theoretical approxi-
mations. This paper will briefly 
discuss the Argentine demo-
cratic success while it will en-
gage in a detailed analysis of 
Venezuela’s democratic back-
sliding.
	 Unlike many of its re-
gional neighbours, in the 70s 
Venezuela was considered a 
political miracle (Vanden and 
Prevost, 487).  
Continues on the next page →

Venezuela’s 
Democratic
Backsliding:
From Chavez’s Delegative Democracy to Madu-
ro’s Full-Blown Authoritarianism. 
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While many Latin Americans en-
dured authoritarian violence and 
economic instability, Venezuela 
escaped the 60s-70s military rule 
and experienced unprecedented 
wealth (ibidem). Thanks to “a new 
oil boom”, employment decreased, 
inflation was under control, and 
welfare expenditures increased 
(ibidem). Venezuela thus expe-
rienced all the opposite circum-
stances that O’Donnell identified 
as contributing to a weak” network 
of institutionalized powers” (64). 
And yet, despite its unconvention-
al advantage, Venezuela suffered 
from the same weak institutions 
and lack of horizontal account-
ability that affected post-authori-
tarian governments. In Venezuela, 
the transition to a democratically 
elected regime under Chavez’s did 
not lead to a second transition to a 
“consolidated democratic regime” 
(O’Donnell, 58). On the contrary, 
Chavez’s delegative democracy 
paved the way for Maduro’s “full-
blown dictatorship” (Corrales, 51). 
Venezuela seems to have walked 
a path diametrically opposed to 
what O’Donnell has theorized: 
rather than evolving into an “in-
stitutionalized, consolidated dem-
ocratic” regime, Chavez’s rule re-
sulted in a democratic backslide 
(O’Donnell, 56)

	 Guillermo O’Donnell theo-
rized the existence of a “new spe-
cies” which he calls a “ delegative 
democracy” (O’Donnell, 55). Deleg-
ative democracies have been very 
common throughout Latin Ameri-
ca, where the initial transition from 
an authoritarian rule to a demo-
cratically elected government did 
not always result in a consolidat-
ed democratic regime (idem, 56; 
62). He characterizes delegative 
democracy as a government with 
a democratically elected, strong 
leader (who is typically portrayed 
as above all political parties) and 
a system of political institutions 
in disarray (idem, 60). Due to both 
the extreme individualism and the 
lack of established democratic in-
stitutions, delegative democracy is 
characterized by a lack of horizon-
tal accountability: the institutions 
in place do not hold enough power 
to “call into question  [...] improper 
ways of discharging the responsi-
bilities of a given official” (idem, 61). 
One of the advantages of delega-
tive democracy is that the lack of “a 
network of institutionalized power 
relations” allows for rapid policy 
making (idem, 62). An ideal con-
solidation of democracy consists 
in an evolution from delegative 
democracy to representative de-
mocracy. The latter entails a much 
stronger horizontal accountability 
with “relatively autonomous pow-
ers” partaking in decision making  
(idem, 62). Continues on the next 
page →

A Brief Excursus: 
Delegative Democracy and 
Argentina’s Successful Demo-
cratic Consolidation.→
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	 Argentina’s political evolu-
tion during the 1990s proves the 
relevance of O’Donnell’s theory 
to Latin American politics. Un-
der Menem’s regime, Argentina 
demonstrated some heavily “dele-
gative tendencies”  which caused 
concerns about his ability to leave 
power peacefully (Levitsky, 58). De-
spite Menem’s abuses of power 
and his attempts to weaken Ar-
gentinian institutions, Argentine 
democracy has survived. Moving 
towards what O’Donnell had an-
ticipated would be a second dem-
ocratic transition, during the 1990s 
Argentina’s democracy was con-
solidated. Enhancing overall “hor-
izontal accountability”, significant 
institutional innovations as well as 
the government’s control over the 
military ensured Argentina’s path 
towards a representative democ-
racy. Much like O’Donnell had an-
ticipated, Argentina’s delegative 
democracy phase led to a lengthy 
learning curve that ultimately re-
sulted in the “strengthening and 
legitimation” of democratic prac-
tices (68). In 2001, after president La 
Rúa resigned, Argentina entered a 
political crisis. three Peronist poli-
ticians were inaugurated and re-
signed in a matter of days. Despite 
the turmoil, the Argentine demo-
cratic institutions survived and the 
country ultimately performed a 
peaceful transition of power (Van-
den and Prevost, 368). →

While Argentina speaks to the suc-
cess of O’Donnell’s theorization of 
democratic 
transitions, the Venezuelan case 
study offers an opportunity to ex-
plore instances in which new de-
mocracies regress to an authori-
tarian rule. Although Hugo Chavez 
was democratically elected in Ven-
ezuela, his regime did not “open 
avenues for institutionalized forms 
of democracy” (56). On the con-
trary, his delegative tendencies 
weakened the country’s institu-
tional network and facilitated the 
emergence of Maduro’s authori-
tarian regime. 

Chávez ‘s Delegative Democra-
cy: “¡Que se vayan todos!”.

Within the field of Latin 
American politics, the cate-
gorization of Chavez’s regime 
has been “highly polarized 
and divergent” (Mainwaring, 
955). Challenging the limits 
and possibilities of political 
theory, Chavez engaged in a 
combination of democratic 
and authoritarian practices 
that differed from conven-
tional patterns. Showing great 
affinity to O’Donnell’s dele-
gative democracy, Chavez 
gained power through a clean 
election, engaged in extreme 
individualism, and ultimately 
eroded Venezuela’s institu-
tional network. Continues on 
the next page →
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The resulting political scene was 
one eviscerated of “democrat-
ic checks and balances”, albeit it 
maintained enough of a perfor-
mative democratic facade not to 
“invite international sanctions” 
(Mainwaring, 963). Chavez’s lega-
cy, though, was something more 
than a path to authorianism: he 
left a political system that was easy 
to manipulate and an heir capable 
of meddling with institutions to 
ensure his survival. 
	 The “democratic backsliding” 
that affected Venezuela arguably 
with the collapse of the patriarchy 
system culminated with Chavez’s 
election (Hetland, 20). A variety of 
factors contributed to the crash of 
Venezuela’s politics, but they can 
be summarized in three main cat-
egories: deep economic crisis, cor-
ruption scandals, and declining 
party identification (Mainwaring, 
958). Exploiting the growing an-
ti-party sentiments, Chavez  por-
trayed himself as the one leader 
who could heal the nation by rep-
resenting all Venezuelans (O’Don-
nell, 62; Mainwaring, 956). By the 
time he was elected, the peo-
ple had lost faith in the two main 
parties (AD/COPEI) and Chavez 
seemed the only political figure 
to have responded to their call for 
“que se vayan todos!”: kick the old 
parties out of our politics.  →

Though he himself is not entire-
ly responsible for bringing down 
the partyarchy,  “the demise of 
the old parties created an institu-
tional vacuum that made it eas-
ier for Chavez to dismantle the 
old regime” (Mainwaring, 962). His 
political actions were channeled 
through the Movimento Quinta 
Republica (MQR) but, in an attempt 
to maintain an anti-establishment 
rhetoric, he never portrayed it as a 
“party”; refusing to institutionalize 
the MQR, he claimed to be part of 
a “movement” (Hetland, 18). While 
his involvement in the erasure of 
Venezuela’s parties was his first at-
tack on democratic institutions, it 
was not the last. 
	 In order to compensate for 
the little efforts to institutionalize 
the MQR, Chavez strived to create 
“parallel structures” that would al-
low him to bypass the convention-
al, institutional channels (Hetland, 
20). Juggling authoritarianism and 
democracy, he seized control of 
the state institutions to erode hori-
zontal accountability while he also 
empowered the masses (Main-
waring, 962). Playing this double 
game allowed him to monopolize 
the country’s democratic machine 
without arousing suspicion. 
Continues on the next page →
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His endeavours to exert control 
over the country’s state owned oil 
company, PDVSA, is an example 
of Chavez’s ability to manipulate 
institutions to “serve goals other 
than the ones they were original-
ly established to serve” (Corrales, 
43). This phenomenon, referred 
to as “function fusion”, was one of 
the authoritarian expedients used 
by Chavez during his semi-demo-
cratic rule (ibidem). His successor, 
Nicolas Maduro, inherited both 
weak institutions and an appre-
ciation for function fusion from 
his predecessor. The result? “Full-
fledged authoritarianism” (Cor-
rales, 41). 

During his rule, Maduro “has ma-
nipulated the presidential-elec-
tion time table and voting cen-
ters, used government handouts 
to co-opt voters, banned candi-
dates and parties, and refused to 
do real audits in response to vote-
fraud charges” (Corrales, 41). Due 
to Chavez’s earlier attack on the 
country’s democratic machine, 
there was no “network of relative-
ly autonomous powers [...]” that 
could question or punish Madu-
ro’s illegal actions (O’Donnell, 61). 
Besides taking advantage of the 
feeble institutions left by Chavez, 
Maduro protected his reign by 
bringing function fusion to the ex-
treme (Corrales, 43). 
	 Although function fusion 
was also part of Chavez’s legacy 
(as shown by PDVSA), Maduro re-
invented this practice and used 
to complete the transition from a 
semi-democracy to an effectively 
authoritarian regime. Proving to 
be relentless in his quest for pow-
er, Maduro has seized control of 
the military and tampered with its 
establishment to serve his purpos-
es. Thanks to his intervention, the 
Venezuelan military now counts 
with multiple branches which are 
involved in a variety of spheres, 
ranging from illicit dealings to 
sales and water distributions (Cor-
rales, 44). In Maduro’s Venezue-
la, soldiers serve as both civilians 
and gangsters paid to oppress the 
masses (ibidem).
Continues on the next page →
 

As mentioned earlier, Venezuela’s 
political past diverged from re-
gional patterns. Similarly, the dem-
ocratic backsliding that has taken 
place under Maduro has been un-
common both in terms of its depth 
and its long survival (Corrales, 40). 
Despite enduring pressure and 
sanctions from the majority of the 
international community (with 
the US and EU leading the oppo-
sition), Maduro has been able to 
hold on to his power. Though Mad-
uro engaged in novel authoritari-
an practices to ensure his survival, 
he was aided by Chavez’s previous 
attempts to erase horizontal ac-
countability. →

Authoritarianism and Function 
Fusion Under Maduro.
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Thanks to his ability to adapt the 
military institutions to any of his 
needs, Maduro has achieved full 
control over both licit and illicit 
business. In doing so, he has sig-
nificantly expanded his power 
while also creating a system that 
allows him to deny his role in re-
pression and violence (idem, 51).
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	 Venezuela’s political history 
is unique. Unlike many of its re-
gional neighbours, the country 
escaped the wave of authoritarian 
regimes that spread throughout 
the 60s-70s. Despite this early po-
litical victory, though, the country 
has failed to evolve into a consol-
idated representative democracy. 
Countries such as Argentina inher-
ited weak institutional networks 
from previous dictatorships and, 
through delegative democracy, 
eventually reached the consolida-
tion of democratic practices. In Ar-
gentina’s case delegative democ-
racy was thus a transitional phase 
that gave the country the oppor-
tunity to grow an interest in dem-
ocratic institution building. Con-
firming the country’s tendency to 
diverge from regional patterns, in 
Venezuela, Hugo Chavez’s delega-
tive democracy had quite the op-
posite effect.  Rather than resulting 
in an enhanced desire for repre-
sentative democracy, Chavez’s rule 
weakened Venezuela’s institution-
al network and eroded horizontal 
accountability. →

 

While Chavez himself was astute 
enough to combine his authori-
tarian practices with a democrat-
ic facade, his political strategy 
caused the country to fall under 
the control of an authoritarian rul-
er. Thanks to Chavez’s legacy, Mad-
uro was able to manipulate the 
Venezuelan democratic machine 
without facing resistance from 
other autonomous powers. Push-
ing Chavez’s teachings to a new 
extreme, Maduro consolidated his 
authority by turning the military 
into a multi-purpose tool at his dis-
posal. In Venezuela, delegative de-
mocracy paved the way for a dem-
ocratic backsliding that continues 
to deteriorate by the day. 

Conclusion
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Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in he drerit in vulp 
utate velit esse molestieco equat, vel illum dolore 
eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et 
iusto odio dignio im qui blandit praesent luptatum 
zzril delenit augue. Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor 
in he drerit in vulputate velit esse molestieco equat, 
vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros 
et accumsan etiusto odio dignio im qui blandit 
praesent lutatum zzril delenit augue. Duis autem vel 
eum iriure dolor in he drerit in vulp utate velit esse 
molestieco equat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat.
\

Introduction
	 During the 1970s - 1980s,  
Latin America became heavi-
ly reliant on foreign loans (Van-
den and Prevost, 179). As debt 
spread among Latin American 
countries, international financial 
institutions such as the IMF, the 
World Bank, and the Inter-Amer-
ican Development Bank became 
predominant economic actors in 
the region (ibidem). These orga-
nizations, together with the US, 
used their economic power to 
exert control over Latin America. 
Hoping to facilitate the propaga-
tion of free market ideals, these 
institutions used loans to impose 
specific conditions on the bor-
rowing countries (idem, 180). If  
a country refused to implement 
the“suggested” structural ad-
justments to the local economy, 
the loan would be denied. →

	  When discussing the neo-
liberal adjustments imposed on 
Latin America, there is great em-
phasis on the economic policies 
leading to trade liberalization. 
There is less conversation, how-
ever, on the imposition and im-
plications of birth control plans as 
a condition for borrowing (Galea-
no, 17). Disguised as an effective 
way to eradicate poverty,  family 
planning led to population con-
trol programs targeting the poor 
rather than poverty (Da Silva, 113). 

Family Planning: a “Reproductive 
Revolution” to Eliminate Poverty – 
or the Poor?
	 The push for family planning 
flourished from the mid-1960s to 
the mid-1990s. During those years, 
scholars interested in the modern-
ization of poor countries came to 
see overpopulation as a crucial is-
sue (Raulet, 211). 
Continues on the next page →

Women’s
Sterilization 
in Brazil:
The Untold Story Behind Structural Adjustment 
Programs. 
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They reinterpreted Malthus’ con-
cern about population growth 
and production limits, produc-
ing a neo-Malthusian philosophy 
(Robinson and Ross, 1). According 
to this school of thought, devel-
oping countries are stuck in an 
equilibrium trap wherein higher 
population growth hinders de-
velopment (Raulet, 215). Industri-
alized countries welcomed this 
new doctrine as a call to embark 
on a population control journey 
throughout the Global South 
(idem). Driven by the desire to 
shape the modernization of the 
third world, between 1974 - 94, 
the World Bank launched what 
it called a “Reproductive Rev-
olution”. Actors like the United 
States, the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, and the UN Population Fund 
endorsed the initiative and pro-
vided generous funding (Robin-
son and Ross, 2; 7). By the 1980s, 
declining fertility rates across the 
globe were used as proof that 
family planning was a successful 
tool for poverty reduction.
	 Exploiting the growing 
consensus on the inverse rela-
tionships between population 
growth on economic develop-
ment, the World Bank imposed 
family planning policies through-
out Latin America.  → 

 In his “Open Veins of Latin Amer-
ica”, Galeano notes that Rob-
ert McNamara, president of the 
World Bank from 1968 to 1981, 
gave priority loans to Latin Amer-
ican countries willing to imple-
ment birth control plans (idem, 
15). The rationale behind Mc-
Namara’s statement aligns with 
the overarching philosophy of 
the “Reproductive Revolution”: 
overpopulation is the cause of 
poverty in developing countries, 
hence a decrease in fertility rates 
will lead to an increase in eco-
nomic growth. 
	 Notwithstanding the con-
cern regarding overpopulation, 
many of the family planning in-
terventions have taken place 
in under-populated areas. The 
Amazonia, for example, is  “one 
of the least populated habitable 
zones on our planet” and yet one 
that was heavily targeted (Galea-
no, 18). Similarly, the overall myth 
of Latin America’s overpopula-
tion falls short  when looking at 
the regions’ demographics: the 
majority of the nations in the re-
gion are short on people (idem, 
18). Hence, a question arises nat-
urally: why is the “First World” so 
relentless about reducing fertility 
rates in Latin America, if the re-
gion is not truly overpopulated?
Continues on the next page →
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Sterilization in Brazil: Family 
Planning or Population Con-
trol?
	 “Fight poverty, kill a beggar!” 
(Galeano, 15):  a dark yet reveal-
ing image that vividly describes 
the approach of neoliberal insti-
tutions to eradicate poverty in 
Latin America. The demograph-
ics speak for themselves: Lat-
in America is not threatened by 
overpopulation. Take Brazil, for 
example, a country roughly as 
big as the United States (refer 
to Figure 1 on the right and fig-
ure 2 in the next page for a com-
parison of these two countries’ 
demographics). The Brazilian 
population amounts to 211 mil-
lion inhabitants, a much smaller 
number than the 328 people liv-
ing in the US  (Da Silva, 112).  Like-
wise, the Brazilian population 
density is much lower than in-
dustrialized countries such as It-
aly (Galeano, 17). According to the 
statistics, overpopulation does 
not represent a threat to Brazil-
ian.  And yet, between 1970 and 
1985, Brazil was forced to experi-
ence a dramatic decrease in fer-
tility rates (Rutenberg and Ferraz, 
61). Roughly at the same time 
as neoliberalism spread across 
the region (after the 1970s), the 
World Bank gave Brazil “over 600 
million dollars to set up family 
planning institutions in the sev-
en poorer states in the country” 
(Da Silva, 112). Continues on the 
next page →



L A P  |  S P R I N G  2 0 2 1

2 9

	 Based on the consensus 
that high population growth 
hinders economic development 
(Raulet, 217), family planning 
was imposed on Brazil with the 
promise of economic prosperity 
(Da Silva, 112). The resulting mass 
sterilization, however, solely exac-
erbated existing inequalities and 
resulted in what is sometimes 
referred to as a “genocide” (The 
Hastings Center, 2). 
	 Despite the emphasis on a 
“Reproductive Revolution”, fam-
ily planning in Brazil neglected 
all forms of birth control except 
for sterilization (Da Silva, 112). Ac-
cording to testimonies like Da Sil-
va’s, poor, black, and indigenous 
women experienced the highest 
rates of sterilization (up to 80% in 
the poorest regions of the coun-
try) (idem, 111). For the most part, 
sterilized women did not receive 
the information necessary to un-
derstand what the procedure 
entailed (idem, 112). Hence, poor 
women were deprived of their 
right to conceive without their 
active consent. The message 
behind these interventions was 
clear: if you are poor, you lack the 
agency to decide over your own 
body; by taking away your right 
to reproduce, we are guaran-
teeing that you do not birth any 
more poor babies. Continues on 
the next page →
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 Not only is this rationale deeply 
racist, it also disregards a key as-
pect of poverty eradication:  “ster-
ilization doesn’t guarantee that a 
woman will find a job, a school 
for her kids, or a decent house to 
live in” (Da Silva, 112). Reducing 
the population size may reduce 
the number of poor people, but 
it does not ever guarantee that 
they will escape the poverty trap. 
The emphasis on population con-
trol convinces people that they 
are poor because their families 
are too big, while hiding the real 
truth: they are poor because the 
system is not designed to protect 
them (Galeano, 16).  
	 In Brazil, US-funded family 
planning targeted the poor rath-
er than tackling the systemic is-
sues resulting in poverty (Da Sil-
va, 113). While sterilization failed to 
eradicate poverty, it was a useful 
tool to carry out a Western politi-
cal agenda. In particular, Da Silva 
notes neoliberal actors driven by 
consumerism used population 
control to disguise their lust for 
Brazil’s natural resources  (idem, 
113). The spread of neo-Malthu-
sian ideas did not spare the 
environment. Exploiting the 
neo-Malthusian over-simplifi-
cations in regards to population 
and resources, the West  came 
to the conclusion that the Brazil-
ian population was the leading 
cause of environmental degra-
dation (Hogan; Castro et al.; Da 
Silva, 113). →

Hence, it was the responsibili-
ty of western institutions to en-
sure that Brazilians reduce their 
population (Da Silva, 113). This 
time, mass sterilization was sold 
as a philanthropic action to pro-
tect the environment. However, 
a closer look at the global cli-
mate crisis shows that Brazilians 
have little to do with the dete-
rioration of their ecosystems. 
Far from being attributable to 
population growth, the Brazil-
ian environmental degradation 
is driven by global market forces 
(Fearnside, 23). The excessive de-
mands for soybeans, cocoa, and 
cattle production are among the 
key products responsible for the 
widespread deforestation in Bra-
zil (WWF). The majority of the 
goods responsible for the envi-
ronment’s exploitation are pro-
duced to satisfy the requests of 
the richest countries, while very 
little is destined to the Brazil-
ian population. While the poor 
of Brazil bear no responsibility 
for the country’s environmental 
degradation, they are decimated 
to make space for the demands 
of the West. Once again, Latin 
America is perceived “as a menial 
[...] at the service of other’s needs” 
and its people seen as disposable 
(Galeano, 11).
Continues on the next page →
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Conclusion
	 In a plot that resembles 
a dystopian novel, the West is 
decimating Latin America to 
make up for its unsustainable 
demands. Disguised as a prom-
ise for prosperity, the “Reproduc-
tive Revolution” in Latin America 
solely exacerbated the region’s 
subjugation by the West. Rooted 
in the Malthusian concern over 
the scarcity of resources, family 
planning emerged in the 1970s 
as a tool to eradicate poverty. In-
ternational financial institutions 
believed that the root of poverty 
in underdeveloped countries was 
an increasing population growth 
which would diminish the re-
sources available to the masses. 
They hence saw family planning 
as the perfect solution to bring 
down fertility rates and, accord-
ing to their logic, eradicate pov-
erty. 
	 In Latin America, family 
planning became a synonym for 
population control. Family plan-
ning campaigns resulted in mass 
sterilization of poor and unin-
formed women. Although the 
region’s fertility rate diminished, 
the policy has not been success-
ful in eradicating poverty. Turn-
ing into a grotesque attempt to 
target the poor rather than pov-
erty itself, population control has 
also served as a tool to suppress 
the call for a redistribution of 
wealth. →

As the West claims a bigger share 
of  resources, fewer goods are 
available to the rest of the global 
population. Due to the imbalance 
in the distribution chain, pover-
ty rates go up in regions of the 
world like Latin America where 
people are disenfranchised of 
their fair share of goods. So, while 
the capitalist market keeps de-
manding more resources, the 
West has come up with a strat-
egy to silence the beggars’ cries. 
What better than family planning 
disguised as population control? 
By removing the beggars from 
the equation, they can claim to 
have eradicated poverty: no oth-
er voices will be left behind to say 
otherwise. 
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