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“Dedicado a todas las mujeres Venezolanas
que siguen afrontando sus retos con perseverancia y valentía:
Que sus historias sean escuchadas,
pero nunca las definan.
Que sus luchas no se den por sentadas,
Pero tampoco determinen el camino que tomarán.
Con respeto y de corazón.”

Figure 1 Me in front of a graffiti art piece by Jomag Ariza y Mister Gared in Comuna 13, Medellín. The painting is dedicated
to Venezuelan migrants and represents sympathy and companionship: ‘Todos somos Migrantes’ [we are all migrants].

iv

Abstract
This thesis captures the stories of Venezuelan migrant women 1 under conditions of displacement in Riohacha, Colombia.
The socio-economic and political crisis in Venezuela spurred these women to cross the border to neighbouring country
Colombia. They left their homes, families and country behind to seek alternative ways to sustain themselves and their
families. In exile, these Venezuelan women find themselves navigating risks, challenges and opportunities, that are often
gender-related. The study sheds light on the nexus between displacement and gender by analysing gender performances
and representations of women, which form an intrinsic part of the navigation of their lives under conditions of displacement.
Whereas women seek to navigate displacement as a shifting and uncertain terrain, they find themselves navigating and
shaping their gender performativity along the way. In the context of this study, the voices of female Venezuelan migrants
themselves are the central focus of attention. Their coping strategies are studied based on their perceptions, explanations,
and considerations regarding the options they see available to them. It becomes clear that these perceptions are also
informed by [self-]imposed gender norms and expectations [gender normativity]. This is particularly apparent regarding the
caretaking and sexual performances of Venezuelan female migrants, the two main themes discussed in this thesis. Caretaking
responsibilities for dependents, as well as the female body and sexuality, may expose women to gender-specific challenges
and risks and complicate women’s coping strategies. Simultaneously, caretaking and sexual performances may be
instrumental or even tactical in the navigation of the women’s lives under conditions of displacement. Overall, the thesis
contributes to a deeper comprehension of the diverse, flexible, and tactical ways women navigate the Venezuelan migration
crisis in relation to their gender.
Keywords: Displacement; Migration, Gender Performativity; Coping; Social Navigation; Uncertainty; Women-and-children
Paradigm; Girlfriending; Transactional Sex; Motherhood; Caretaking; Victimcy; Venezuelan Migration Crisis.

Resumen
Esta tesis captura las historias de las mujeres venezolanas que se encuentran en condición de desplazamiento migratorio
en Riohacha, Colombia. La crisis socio-económica y política en Venezuela forzó a estas mujeres a cruzar la frontera hacia
el país vecino, dejando atrás sus hogares, familias y país para buscar formas alternativas de sustento para ellas mismas y
sus familias. En el exilio, estas mujeres se enfrentan a riesgos, retos y oportunidades, que a menudo van relacionados con
su género. El estudio muestra el nexo entre el desplazamiento migratorio y el género, a través del análisis de las
representaciones y performatividades de género de la mujer, los cuales forman una parte intrínseca en el transcurso de sus
vidas bajo las condiciones del desplazamiento. Mientras que a causa de este desplazamiento las mujeres se esfuerzan a
diario en un terreno cambiante e incierto, ellas también se encuentran sobrellevando y moldeando su performatividad de
género a lo largo del camino. En contexto con este estudio, las voces de las féminas venezolanas en situación migratoria
son el foco central de atención. Sus estrategias de supervivencia son estudiadas en base a sus percepciones, explicaciones
y consideraciones con respecto a las opciones que tienen disponibles en la nueva realidad a la que se enfrentan. Sin
embargo, está claro que estas percepciones están establecidas y auto-impuestas por normas y expectativas de género. Esto
es particularmente evidente en lo que respecta al cuidado físico y las actuaciones sexuales de las mujeres migrantes
venezolanas, los dos temas principales discutidos en esta tesis. Las responsabilidades y el cuidado de los dependientes, así
como también del cuerpo y la sexualidad femenina, pueden exponer a las mujeres a desafíos y riesgos de género en
específico y complicar las estrategias de supervivencia de las mujeres. Simultáneamente, el cuidado y las actividades sexuales
pueden ser instrumentales o incluso tácticas en la navegación de la vida de las mujeres en condición de desplazamiento. En
general la tesis contribuye a una comprensión más profunda de las formas diversas, flexibles y tácticas en las que las mujeres
afrontan la crisis migratoria venezolana y su relación con el género.
Palabres claves: Desplazamiento; Migración, Performatividad del Género; Estrategias de Supervivencia; Navegación Social;
Incertidumbre; Paradigma de Mujeres y Niños; Novia; Sexo Transaccional; Maternidad; Cuidado; Victimcy; Crisis Migratoria
Venezolana.

Although most migrants do not have a formal refugee status, they are considered refugees by ACNUR and other institutions under the Caratagena
Declaration 1984. Throughout this thesis, however, I use migrants as an umbrella term to refer to both Venezuelan migrants and refugees.
1
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1. Introduction

Figure 2 Patricia by Leonardo Gonzalez

Here, you see Patricia, my sister, the real Wonder Woman. She is a single mother of two, struggling
with a broken ankle for nine months already. Despite the protest and the chaos in Venezuela, she is
enduring it all, the death of our father, and her inability to work. I have an immeasurable amount of
respect for her. In comparison to her, I am a loser.
– Text and image Leonardo Gonzalez3
To me, the image of Leonardo Gonzalez speaks more than a thousand words. It brings me back to Riohacha,
Colombia. To the Venezuelan ‘Wonder Women’ I met, to their stories, their worlds and their lives under conditions
of displacement. Leonardo’s sister Patricia represents these women. She reminds me of Isabel, who was limping
because of her car accident before her departure to Colombia. Of Esperanza and Cristina, who fought for their
beloved Venezuela in the protests, until they saw migrating as the only option left available to them. Of Alejandra,
orphan and single mother, who was encouraged by her siblings to emigrate for her daughter's sake. Of María
José and her brave daughter who crossed the border together, because María José felt too scared and insecure
to travel on her own. Yet, she also reminds me of Elsa, who brought two of her children to Colombia but left three
of them behind in Venezuela. Like the little boy with his dinosaur who stays behind with his grandma, relying on
support from abroad. In the image, I see an empowered, fierce and dedicated woman. However, the image also
captures Patricia’s vulnerability, worry and sorrow. She leaves behind and looks ahead, but does not know what
the future holds for her. She is on the move, but her destination is highly insecure. To me, Patricia represents the
Venezuelan women who have crossed the Venezuelan border to Colombia, to escape the crisis in their home
country. And with this, her portrait embodies the content of my Master Thesis at a glance.

3

Text and image used with permission of the artist
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In this report, I highlight the stories of Venezuelan women on the move and under their conditions of
displacement. To a great extent, women share the same worries, burden and distress, and have similar visions
and hopes for the future. The hardships they face and the experiences they went through are much alike.
Moreover, what they have in common with each other is their gender and their condition of displacement.
However, these women all have their personal stories, and they face their situation in variant ways. In the context
of this study, I highlight how women are not only navigating their condition of displacement but also how they
are shaping their gender roles and representations along the way. Overall, in this thesis, I aim to reach a deeper
level of understanding about the gendered ways in which Venezuelan migrant women seek to cope in the context
of the Venezuelan migration crisis.

2

2. Research Problem and Approach
In front of you lies the ‘closing chapter’ of my Master Program International Development Studies at Wageningen
University and Research. This thesis is part of the special track Conflict and Disaster Studies within the chair group
Sociology of Development and Change. As introduced above, the topic I will elaborate on in this report considers
Venezuelan women's gendered coping strategies under conditions of displacement in Colombia. In this report, I
present the empirical findings of my fieldwork in Riohacha, Colombia, between August and December 2019. Before
I turn to my research results, I will first elaborate on the research approach and the methodological foundation of
my work. To start, I present the research puzzle and stress the objective and relevance of the study. This
subsequently leads to the central research question and sub-questions as the point of departure for the thesis.
Thereafter, I continue to discuss the methods and methodology, and ultimately conclude the Chapter with a
reading-guide.

Research Puzzle, Objective and Relevance
When do women gain from being treated as ‘mother,’ ‘dependents,’ or ‘vulnerable,’ and when from
being seen as autonomous individuals? Ask the women in question.
- Cynthia Cockburn4
Together with their dependent children, women are frequently argued to bear the brunt of displacement and are
often considered a group of heightened concern (Martin & Tirman, 2009; Peuchguirbal, 2004; Hutchinson et al.,
2016). Moreover, in an attempt to escape crisis situations in search for a better future, awareness is raised that
women are even more susceptible to new threats (Hutchinson et al., 2016; Hofmann & Senoguz, 2018; Nisrane et
al., 2019; Freedman et al., 2017, Healy, 2015). The increased burden and limited options available in times of
displacement can namely push women into assumed ‘risky’ and ‘negative’ coping strategies related to their gender
[think of transactional sex or early marriage a.o.] (Hofmann & Senoguz, 2018; Hutchinson et al., 2016). While these
gendered coping strategies could include ‘positive’ outcomes in terms of safety and access to vital resources on
the short-term, they may simultaneously include difficult and potentially harmful choices [on the long-run]
(Krystalli, 2018; Hutchinson et al., 2016). From this perspective, “risk and protective factors are not static, but rather
dynamic” and they are arguably two sides of the same coin, as stated by Hutchinton et al. (2016, p. 47). However,
it remains questionable what is being perceived as a risk or opportunity, by whom and based on what? Phrased
differently, how do women under conditions of displacement and in their gendered coping strategies navigate
these two sides of the same coin?
Different groups of people are affected by and dealing with displacement in variable ways, amongst others on
the basis of their gender, age or socio-economic background. This also includes that opportunities, risks, and
challenges under conditions of displacement are perceived and experienced significantly different. In this regard,
“it is crucial to identify the ways in which uncertainty becomes a limiting or liberating factor for different groups of
people (Horst & Grabska, 2015, p. 15).” This makes studying the intersection of gender and displacement highly
relevant (Nawyn, 2019; Timmerman et al., 2018).
Theories that ignore gender end up being poor explanations for migration dynamics that involve
gendered beings. (Nawyn, 2019, p. 230)

4

C. Cockburn, “The Gendered Dynamics of Armed Conflict and Political Violence,” in Caroline Moser, Fiona Clark (Eds.), Victims, Perpet
qrators or Actors? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Violence, Zed Books, London & New York, 2001, p. 16.
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It is essential to understand the causes and consequences of international migration from a gender
perspective because hierarchical social relations related to gender shape the migration experiences
of migrants, whether male or female. (United Nations, 2004, p. 27)
Since the so-called ‘feminisation of migration’ [the increasing number of female migrants worldwide] around the
1980s, attention for women and migration in literature has substantially grown (Donato et al., 2006; OECD, n.d.).5
The impact of migration on gender roles, relations, and household structures was amongst others highlighted
(Hutchinson et al., 2016). In this regard, it became apparent that women generally experience an increase in
responsibilities to secure the survival of a family, due to a loss of livelihoods, especially in the absence of male
breadwinners, providers and protectors of the family (Peuchguirbal, 2004; Hutchinson et al., 2016; Gururaja, 2000).
Moreover, attention was raised on the vulnerability of women towards [domestic] sexual and gender-based
violence due to shifting responsibilities and power relations between men and women, as well as increasing levels
of stress (Gururaja, 2000; Hofmann & Senoguz, 2018). This is compounded by a lack of protection through the
breakdown of law and family cohesion (Peuchguirbal, 2004; Gururaja, 2000). Furthermore, it is argued that migrant
women generally face more gender-related discrimination and barriers to access to vital resources, services, aid
and support (Gururaja, 2000; Hutchinson et al., 2016).
Timmerman et al. (2019), identifies the nexus between gender and displacement as reciprocal, dynamic and
complex. When it comes to gender and migration, this means that migration, on the one hand, impacts gender,
while gender, on the other hand, impacts migration. However, when it comes to women in the context of
migration, the emphasis is often on the gendered impact of displacement, vulnerability, as well as the negative
side of gendered coping strategies as emphasised above. Less attention is being paid to the potential tactical
aspect behind the gendered coping strategies of women under conditions of displacement and how gender can
also be beneficial.
Thus, with regards to the vulnerability and victimhood of women that is often being emphasised, there exists a
field of tension in the representation of women in the context of crisis. On the one hand awareness, sensitivity
and attention for the heightened vulnerability of women [and children], as well as gender-specific risks and
hardships is arguably highly relevant. Moreover, gender-awareness is often much needed, especially regarding
the increasing number of female migrants on the move. However, there is also a critique of women's
representation as vulnerable, dependent, and nurturing human beings, for it may silence the voices of women
and render them invisible as autonomous agents. From this perspective, Bradshaw et al. (2017) argue that an
enhanced understanding of the range of gender roles of women - without making assumptions, or perceiving
women merely as victims - is much needed to better understand and respond to the needs, challenges, and
potential risks they face.
This is also where the question coined by Cynthia Cockburn (2001), as quoted above, gets interesting. She wonders
to what extent the often used labels such as ‘mother’, ‘dependent’ or ‘vulnerable’ attached to women in the
displacement context are beneficial to women themselves. In her own words, she wonders: What do women
potentially gain when being treated according to these labels? Or - as she implicitly suggests - do women benefit
more from being treated as ‘autonomous individuals’? Underlying questions I have regarding the labels as
described by Cynthia are: where do these labels come from, how are they related to gender stereotypes and
norms and what are the consequences thereof? Moreover, how do female migrants identify and present
themselves; for what [underlying] purposes; and with what result?

Whereas it was previously mostly men who migrated, nowadays 50% of those forced to leave their homes, concern women (UNHCR, 20012020), and together with their children, they make up for more or less 75% of the displaced population worldwide (Martin & Tirman, 2009;
Peuchguirbal, 2004; Hutchinson et al., 2016).
5
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In this thesis, I wonder how Venezuelan migrant women see and portray themselves as gendered beings in the
context of their displacement and how they navigate the gendered challenges, risks, and opportunities they may
face. Thus, although Cynthia’s question seems a tricky one, her answer is rather simple:
‘Ask the women in question’.

Research Questions
In correspondence with Cynthia’s statement, I decided to ‘ask the women in question’ and conduct research
amongst Venezuelan migrant women in the context of their displacement. Based on the ambiguity of the risks,
opportunities, and challenges, as well as the field of tension in the representation of migrant women, I wonder
how women themselves perceive and navigate their gendered condition of displacement. Moreover, am I
interested in women's implicit and explicit gender performances in their coping strategies and to what extent
these are fixed or fluid. Overall, in this thesis, I aim to gain insight into the gender-specific challenges, risks, and
opportunities. Venezuelan women encounter under conditions of displacement and how they navigate these in
their gendered coping strategies. Therefore, I formulate the central research question of this thesis as follows:
Under conditions of displacement, how do Venezuelan women in Riohacha, Colombia perceive and
navigate challenges, risks, and opportunities in their gendered coping strategies?
To formulate an answer to this question, I first seek to answer the subsequent three sub-questions:
1.
2.
3.

In what ways does the Venezuelan [migration] crisis create uncertainty in the lives of
Venezuelan migrant women in Riohacha, Colombia?
How do Venezuelan migrant women perform their gender as they navigate their condition of
displacement?
How do Venezuelan women perceive and engage with risks and challenges in their gendered
coping strategies?

The sub-questions guide the analysis of my field data, and each highlights a different aspect of the central research
question.
1. The first question sketches the unstable and insecure gendered displacement context that Venezuelan migrant
women find themselves navigating through. With this question, I highlight the gender-specific risks and challenges
as perceived and experienced by Venezuelan migrant women themselves regarding the act of migration, lived
circumstances under conditions of displacement in Riohacha, and future perspectives.
2. The second question goes in-depth on Venezuelan women's gendered coping strategies in the context of their
displacement. The coping strategies represent perceived ‘opportunities’ women create and exploit to deal with
the challenges and risks highlighted in the previous question. These coping strategies may [in]directly relate to
the female gender, which I will further examine in this question. Thus, here, I emphasise women's gender
performances and representations as they manoeuvre their gendered condition of displacement.
3. The third question builds on the previous ones. Specifically, it focuses on women's navigation between the
gendered challenges, risks, and supposedly interrelated opportunities. This makes studying the navigation and
the underlying perceptions and considerations particularly interesting. In this question, I zoom in on the [perceived
room for] decision-making, opportunity-seeking behaviour and risk-engagement of Venezuelan migrant women
in their gendered coping strategies.
Because of the interwovenness and complexity of the three questions, I consider that they cannot be answered in
separation from each other. Instead, I will take these questions as a guiding thread throughout the empirical
5

chapters of this report. In the conclusion and discussion of the thesis, I will return to my research questions and
discuss my findings accordingly.

Research Methods and Methodology
To investigate the perceptions and gendered navigation strategies of Venezuelan migrant women in a descriptive,
exploratory, and explanatory way, I applied a qualitative research approach. Statistics and generalisations have
the potential to make an impact and capture the magnitude and gravity of a crisis such as the Venezuelan
migration crisis. However, data collected through quantitative research often fail to reflect the dynamics and
realities on the ground (Healy, 2015). Thus, although quantitative data is highly relevant to outline the impact of
the Venezuelan migration crisis, I consider that they fail to represent individuals and personal experiences and
considerations. For my study, I considered it more useful to study the life-worlds and perceived realities of
Venezuelan female migrants through qualitative [semi-ethnographic] data collection. Additionally, with reference
to the Social Navigation Theory of Vigh and Gender Performativity Theory of Butler as a theoretical baseline for
this study [Chapter 3], a [ethnographic] qualitative research approach is most suitable (Horst & Grabska, 2015).
The empirical findings of this research are based on fieldwork carried out in Riohacha, Colombia, in October and
November 2019. Prior to the actual fieldwork, I did pre-research during my orientation phase in Bogotá and
Riohacha from the eighteenth of August until the beginning of October. During the fieldwork, the principal
research instruments were [participant] observations, [in]formal conversations and semi-structured interviews with
28 research participants. Besides, I conducted 12 expert interviews during the orientation phase of my research
[Appendix A]. The semi-structured and expert interviews were based on a general topic list created with the input
of the collected [theoretical and empirical] data so far and checked by my translator/interpreter.
Moreover, there were some spontaneous focus group discussions, when an ‘outsider’ joined one of my interviews
or ended up in a group discussion during one of my fieldwork visits. During my orientation phase in Bogotá, and
Riohacha, I also carried out expert interviews to prepare my fieldwork and inform myself about the Venezuelan
migration crisis in general and my research population more specifically. Regarding the purpose of my research,
I chose to use this data predominantly as background information for my thesis, not as data to substantiate the
empirical findings in my report.6
With regards to the data collection and analysis, accuracy, security, privacy, and extensiveness are considered of
great importance. The data of [participant] observations and [in]formal conversations were, therefore, directly
worked out in my notebook. To secure my data, I used a Bambook [whiteboard notebook], which allowed me to
write down my data and immediately transfer it as converted text to the cloud. Subsequently, I could erase the
written fieldnotes from my notebook and did not have to worry that my data would get in someone else’s hands.
I made sure that the data in the cloud was safely stored behind a password. When I could not write down my
data during or right after an encounter or observation, I took voice notes to work them out later. Since I was
frequently spending much time in the field and had many different encounters and conversations, it was useful
for me to be accurate in taking fieldnotes to avoid forgetting about valuable information. Regularly, I worked out
my fieldnotes in an excel sheet in which I also labelled the data I collected thus far. Moreover, I kept a logbook
daily to track the overall data collection.
Concerning the semi-structured and expert interviews, I captured the data through notetaking and recording. If
allowed, I preferred to record the interview so that I could entirely focus my attention on the conversation.
Moreover, regarding the language barrier, which I will discuss later on in more detail, it was beneficial to relisten
the interview. During some of the expert interviews, I was not allowed to record or felt hesitant to ask when I
Findings of the orientation phase are referred to as follows: (Orientation Phase, 2019). These findings are based on literature and
documentation study; formal interviews with key organisations; and [in]formal conversations with my research population and the members
of the Colombian host community in Bogotá and Riohacha between August and September, 2019.
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thought it might be an issue. In this case, I took notes. However, all semi-structured interviews and some of the
[in]formal conversations I had, were recorded with permission. The recorded data was subsequently transcribed
for which I used the transcription tool amberscript and translated from Spanish into English. When needed, a
Spanish speaking acquaintance or my Venezuelan translator in Colombia helped me with the translation. The data
were coded and analysed using the ‘Qualitative Data Analysis & Research Software’ Atlas.ti.
Research-based on fieldwork is a complex and challenging activity that needs to be planned carefully, mainly
when conducted in the context of a [ongoing] crisis. However, it cannot be predicted or fully controlled by the
researcher, which is both the charm and challenge of data collection through fieldwork (Healy, 2015, p. 22). Thus,
there were several methodological challenges and considerations that I needed to account for, before, during
and after my fieldwork. Below I will go more in-depth on some of the methodological considerations of my
research with regards to the research site and population, access and language barrier, my role as a researcher
and some ethical concerns.
Selecting the Research Site and Population
To study the nexus of displacement and gender, I carried out my fieldwork amongst Venezuelan female migrant
in the Colombian coast-town Riohacha. In this section, I describe how I came to decide on the research site and
population. Later, in the Background chapter of this thesis [Chapter 4], I will provide more in-depth information
to ‘set the scene’.
Once I had an idea about my research topic, I started to think about possible case studies. My initial thought was
to study the intersection between gender, displacement, and forms of exploitation. Together with my university
supervisor, we looked at some of the [ongoing] migration crises that would be accessible and suitable research
sites to conduct my fieldwork. The Venezuelan crisis was at that time, one of the biggest and most recent ongoing
migration crises. As I started to learn more about the Venezuelan migration crisis and the gendered aspect of this
crisis, it appeared to be a highly relevant case for my research. There were many concerns about gender-related
risks in the context of the crisis, such as [sexual] exploitation and human trafficking.
Moreover, many female households-heads were migrating to Colombia, either with or without their children.
Furthermore, accessibility and security were two crucial factors that played a part in my decision to conduct my
research in Colombia. There were almost no refugee camps in Colombia, and most Venezuelan migrants resided
in the cities or informal settlements. Therefore, I was being told [by organisations on the ground] that I could
relatively easy encounter and access my research population.
Besides, in terms of security, I was told that I could move around more freely in comparison to other crises and
displacement contexts. On a more personal note, I was motivated to learn the Spanish language and saw this
research as an incentive and great opportunity to do so. Also, I was in contact with an NGO that had recently
located a field office in Riohacha, Colombia, with whom I hoped to work together. This was also one of the reasons
that I picked Riohacha as a research site. My University supervisor also pointed me at Riohacha, as another student
was also going to conduct her fieldwork there. My supervisor brought me in contact with her, as well as with a
contact person in Colombia for in case of emergencies.
Moreover, Riohacha is located close to the Venezuelan border, in a relatively safe [accessible] zone. Migration
hubs located in the direct border region such as Maicao and Cúcuta were not an option due to a negative travel
advice of the Dutch Foreign Affairs. Nevertheless, Riohacha received a substantial number of Venezuelan migrants
as the capital city of the department La Guajira. But the fact that it concerned a relatively small coast town
compared to a big metropolitan city like Bogotá, I considered it particularly suitable for the scale of my research.
However, my research started with an orientation phase in Bogotá, where I took an intensive Spanish language
course upon arrival in Colombia. Hence, during this phase, I focused on learning the Spanish language, yet in the
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meantime, I prepared myself for my fieldwork by getting familiar with my research topic. To gain better insight in
the dynamics of the Venezuelan migration crisis and more specifically the lives of female Venezuelans in Colombia,
I spent much time observing and having informal conversations with Colombians about the Venezuelan migration
crisis and [to a lesser extent] Venezuelan migrants. Yet, the predominant focus of my orientation face was on
talking to relevant organisations and institutions to learn more about the crisis. An additional reason was that I
hoped to gain access to my research population via these organisations potentially. For this purpose, Bogotá was
a suitable place because many headquarters of key organisation and institutions are based in the city. Moreover,
about a quarter of the Venezuelan migrants and refugees reside in the country's capital city (GIFMM, 2018), which
directly got me involved in my research topic. Thus, the orientation face was helpful to validate and deepen the
information I had found during the proposal writing stage prior to my departure to Colombia and update my
research proposal to fit the actual research setting upon arrival.
After the language course and orientation phase in Bogotá, I travelled north to Riohacha, where the actual and
fulltime fieldwork took place. Based on my proposal writing stage and orientation in Bogotá, I learned that the
research population I would find here was likely to differ from the Venezuelan migrants in a cosmopolitan city like
Bogotá. In specific with regards to socio-economic position, migration experiences, plans, and opportunities.
Migrants in Riohacha were perceived to be more vulnerable and at risk of exploitation, which confirmed that it
would possibly be a suitable context to conduct my fieldwork [especially regarding dangers of exploitation, which
was still my focus]. Based on the fact that these migrants stayed closer to the Venezuelan border, they were
expected to have fewer resources to travel further, for instance. Also, Riohacha located in a poor department [La
Guajira] and faces many issues in terms of unemployment and public services provision amongst others.
In Riohacha, I also spend the first week(s) orienting myself. During this phase, I spoke to several organisations on
the ground. Simultaneously, I already found myself in my research setting, meaning that my fieldwork had started.
While exploring the town, I was also laying the foundation for my fieldwork and gaining access to my research
population by selecting fieldwork sites and building relations with my research population. In Riohacha, I chose
four principle research sites to conduct my participant observations and encounter my research population. [1]
The Boulevard [La Primera], [2] Parque de la India [Plaza del Romboy] and the Wayúu settlements [3] Los Deseos
and [4] El Patrón [figures 5 to 11 Chapter 4].7
Selecting different research sites was also a way to diversify in terms of the research population I would encounter.
Two of the fieldwork setting were in Wayúu settlements since a significant proportion of the Venezuelan migrant
belongs to the Wayúu. The settlements were called Los Deseos and El Pátron8, and I gained access to these
settlements via my two translators/interpreters. Because many migrants live in the city, I also selected two places
there as a base for my fieldwork. The first one was the Boulevard [La Primera] where many migrants were residing:
it was close to the beach where they could collect plastic or have a swim, as well as there, were many tourists who
also provided opportunities in terms of coping strategies. The boulevard was a safe research site that I could also
visit in the early evening. The other research site was Parque de la India [Plaza del Romboy] which was a hub for
Venezuelan migrants. Over the course of my fieldwork, I learned about this ‘migration hub’ and decided to visit
it, also because it concerned a less privileged site of the town in comparison to the Boulevard region. Many
migrants were sleeping in this park, and the park had a bad reputation because of prostitution and robberies.
Thus, in this research site, I expected to find other profiles of Venezuelan migrant women. Furthermore, I
conducted my fieldwork throughout the town, and on my route to the research locations, I had several contacts
with my research participants as well.
In the context of my study, I selected Venezuelan migrant women as my research population. Since my research
is mainly focused on women and migration, this was a logical choice. However, the focus on the female gender
7
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In Chapter 4 ‘Set the Scene’I will go more in-depth on the descriptions of the research locations and research population.
I also visited a Wayúu settlement in Uribia, but did not conduct any interviews there.
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is not to say that the specific experiences of men in relation to displacement are less relevant. In fact, I consider
these highly relevant and worth studying, especially with regards to the ‘women-and-children paradigm’ where
the increasing attention for this particular group is potentially at the expense of men. Nevertheless, in the context
of this thesis, I chose to focus on Venezuelan migrant women, because of my study background and the fact that
I am more grounded in this field.
Moreover, regarding gaining access to the research population and data [also because of the sensitivity of certain
research topics], I considered that being a woman myself would be helpful. Hence, I also took into account my
positionality as a researcher in my decision for the research population, which I will further discuss below. But first,
I will go more in-depth on my research approach concerning gaining access and the language barrier I had to
cope with.
Access and Language Barrier
During my fieldwork, I needed to locate my research population and find suitable ways to approach them. For a
significant part, preparation and being well-informed in advance were vital in this regard, making the proposal
writing and orientation phases in Bogotá and Riohacha particularly relevant. As mentioned above, I initially hoped
that my contact with the organisations would also be useful in terms of accessing my research population.
Although the expert interviews were relevant in terms of understanding the Venezuelan migration crisis in
Colombia, it did not necessarily facilitate my access to my research population. This had to do with the fact that
most organisations were themselves relatively new in the field [Riohacha] or on the topic displacement and were
therefore often unable or even hesitant to help me. Also, I explored the option of participating as a volunteer in
projects targeting Venezuelan migrants, but again I faced many barriers due to inefficient communication
amongst others. Luckily, I had already been able to build a network myself by that time and find alternative ways
to access my research population.
Whereas I initially expected it would be challenging to encounter my research population in the field, it was striking
how easily I got into contact with Venezuelan migrant women. Once I arrived in Riohacha [as well as in Bogotá],
I effortlessly made contact with Venezuelan migrants. Whether I went to the boulevard, the beach, a restaurant,
or the mall, it was always likely that I would encounter someone. Soon I noticed that my research population was
surprisingly accessible and willing to conversate with me. In little time, I had developed many relations with
Venezuelan female migrants throughout the town. Thanks to the gender focus of my research, I think it was
relatively easy for me as a [young] woman to approach Venezuelan women and have [in-depth] conversations
with them.
Furthermore, I thank that being a young student who was carrying out her research independently, granted me
access to my research participants on the low-key basis I aspired. Perhaps my presumed innocence made that I
was not likely to be seen as a threat, which created more willingness to help me. On the other hand, it could also
be that I was not taken seriously, which might have obstructed my access to more in-depth information from
organisations and research participants. Moreover, being a foreigner has arguably both provided me access to
my research population [out of interest: ‘otherness’], as well as it obstructed access [stereotype of being the white
saviour]. Moreover, even though I managed to gain access to my research population after all, I felt hesitant to
approach them at the beginning of my fieldwork, principally for ethical reasons. In the next section, I will discuss
my positionality as a researcher and ethical considerations in more detail.
In correspondence with the research objective and statements above, I strived to conduct ethnographic fieldwork
which is distinguishable for being “based on respectful, ongoing relationships with interviewees that allows for an
extensive and meaningful understanding of their understanding of the world (SAGE Publications, 2020).” This meant
that I made an effort and invested time and energy in building relations based on mutual trust and respect with
my research participants. Regular visits, participant observations and informal conversations were of crucial
importance in this regard. This approach was not only useful to gain ‘literal’ access to my research participants,
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but also to gain access in terms of the data I wanted to collect. Thus, in terms of access to the research population
and relevant data, I considered it particularly important to build a trust relationship with my research participants.
Moreover, informed consent,9 anonymity10 , and integrity were preconditions for ethical considerations and
helped my research participant open up and share their experiences with me. However, simultaneously I needed
to find a healthy balance in my relations with my research participants and maintain some ‘professional’ distance
between myself as a researcher and my research participants. This was important to protect myself and remain
as objective and neutral as possible. A too-close relationship can potentially also withhold the research participant
from sharing information.
Regarding expert interviews, I first made a stakeholder analysis and tried to make an appointment by visiting their
offices or via e-mail. Although this was sometimes difficult or it took much time [occasionally this meant that we
could not meet], organisations were generally willing to have a conversation with me. Regarding gaining access
to my research population in Riohacha, I first ‘located’ my research population as described above and started to
pay regular visits to these field sites. Sometimes I was approached by women themselves; other times, I started a
small conversation with them to get to know them in an accessible way on an informal, low-key basis. Through
several informal conversations about topics [un]related to my research, we built a relation. In addition to building
report, this helped me to gain more insight into their daily lives and coping strategies. However, I always made
sure that my research participants were aware of my role as a researcher and talking to me voluntarily. From the
relationship that we had built so far, I asked my research participants if they would be willing to participate in a
more ‘formal’ conversation in the form of a semi-structured interview. To make sure that the women did not feel
overwhelmed by the question or felt uncomfortable saying no, I told them that they could think about it.
Initially, I planned to find my research participants via snowball sampling, yet, this appeared to be a less suitable
approach since my research participants were generally not bound to a place. Neither did they have a phone or
access to the internet. This meant that I had to meet them in the field through regular visits. This also included
that it was at times challenging to reencounter someone and that despite the investment in a relationship, I was
eventually unable to conduct an interview. On another note, the fact that many of my research participants did
not have [private] accommodation, made that the interviews were often conducted outside or in a shared living
space. In some instances, the interviews were ‘hijacked’ by an outsider, or a partner or friend joined our
conversation. First, I found it difficult to not always be in control and unable to talk to the woman alone in a safe
and private environment. Especially with regards to more sensitive topics such as [sexual] exploitation, I perceived
it as a barrier to access my kind of data, which I will further debate in the next section. After a while, I started to
embrace the circumstances in which I conducted my interviews and approached the external influences as
valuable data.
A significant barrier in gaining access to my research population and data was the Spanish language since I only
had an elementary level in Spanish upon arrival in Colombia. To overcome this barrier, I took a part-time Spanish
language course in The Netherlands and a full-time intensive language course in Bogotá during my first month
in Colombia. However, despite the effort to learn the language, I still felt insecure. Hence, I was afraid that my lack
of fluidity in Spanish would complicate my access to my research population and obstruct my research. Although
I must admit that the language barrier has been a real challenge throughout my data collection and analysis, I
also realise that it was a crucial facilitator in terms of access. The struggles and hesitations during Spanish
conversations made me vulnerable so that it contributed to a safer space to conversate. I felt like there was a
more equal basis of the conversations with Venezuelan women than they might have been when I would have
The ethical principle and requirement that those participating in a research study have the right to know that they are being researched, to
be told fully about the purposes of the research and its potential risks and benefits, and that they can withdraw their participation at any time
(SAGE Publications, 2020).
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been fluid in Spanish. Although it is an assumption, I might have come across less threatening in my research
participants' eyes. Thus, while the language barrier caused struggles and difficulties in understanding, on the one
hand, it also contributed to relations with my research participant that were built on equality, mutual trust, and
respect.
To avoid misinterpreting or misunderstanding my data due to the language barrier, I also searched for an
interpreter/translator who could assist me during my semi-structured interviews. An NGO brought me in contact
with a young Venezuelan woman who spoke fluent English [as well as her boyfriend], and she was willing to help
me. The fact that she belonged to the research population herself, made her a key informer and interpreter as
well. Moreover, she made extra sure that my research participants were well-informed about my research. During
the interviews, she generally contributed to a safe environment, and she helped me formulate my questions clearly
and in a sensitive manner. In case I had trouble understanding the details of a story, she could explain it again in
English or Spanish.
Moreover, she brought me in contact with some of my research participants and granted me access to the Wayúu
community Los Deseos. Yet, she could not help me in Parque de la India, because she had already visited the
park with an organisation and felt like the organisation might not have left a good impression. Furthermore, I got
in contact with a young [Colombian] Wayúu girl who introduced me to one of the informal settlements [El Patrón],
where I conducted part of my fieldwork. Without a gatekeeper, these informal settlements are not accessible for
outsiders for security reasons, as well as need to be ‘granted access’ by a trusted person in the community. The
woman lived in one of the barrio’s [neighbourhoods] of the settlements and knew the residents quite well. Hence,
she was able to introduce me to them, as well as she could help me to interpret the conversations [in Spanish].
Another Venezuelan girl who hosted me in Riohacha and spoke fluent English also joint me during two of my
interviews. Also, one of my research participants spoke English, which allowed me to interview in English. The
recordings were also crucial to overcome the language barrier as mentioned because it allowed me to relisten to
the conversation and if needed, consult them with my translator[s]. Likewise, I transcribed my scripts literally to
make sure that I had my data in order. In the next paragraph, I continue to discuss my positionality as a researcher
and highlight some ethical issues.
Positionality and Ethical Considerations
Reflexivity refers to “the researcher’s engaging in processes of self-awareness and self-criticism as an
intrinsic feature of the research process (SAGE Publications, 2020).”
The interviewer effect includes the “influences on the responses given during an interview that can
be attributed to the characteristics of the interviewer (SAGE Publications, 2020).
With these two concepts, I tried to continually be aware of my positionality as a white female researcher from
abroad [The Netherlands]. In the metropolitan city Bogotá, I did not experience many issues [except for the
language barrier] regarding this. In the field in Riohacha however, I was quite aware of the fact that I stood out
and was often perceived as an ‘outsider’. Unavoidably it influenced how my research population perceived me.
On the one hand, I experienced that these characteristics helped me to gain access to my research participants,
as mentioned above.
On the other hand, there were also some barriers in terms of security, trust and a presumed power imbalance
between me as a researcher and my research population. My whiteness and the fact that I was from Europe,
resulted in frequent questions about my finances and opportunities. Regularly, I was questioned about my rent in
Colombia, or the travelling expenses [as an indication of my financial situation]. Moreover, I often felt that my
research participants initially hoped that I would help them financially. Especially in the beginning of my fieldwork,
they might have seen me as an ‘opportunity’ as well. This made me feel uncomfortable about my role as a
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researcher and search for data at ‘the expense of’ my research population. Of course, I did not want to cause
harm, raise expectations, or abuse my participant’s willingness to talk to me based on a presumed unequal power
balance. My strive was to treat my research participants as equal and worthy human beings.
Since my research population found itself in precarious circumstances, this was even more important. Hence, as I
already indicated, sensitivity, trust, and transparency were very important to me in my relations with my research
participants. When I introduced myself, I always informed them about my research project and my position as a
researcher. To maintain my retrieved data objective and accurate, I decided not to give my research participants
money or a [financial] compensation for their participation. This is something I also informed them about. Yet, I
considered it only fair and my plight to not close my eyes to my research participants' needs. Therefore, I tried to
find a balance and support them by regularly sharing food, giving them diapers, milk powder or other necessary
supplies. Since I wanted to create sincere relations with my research population and express my gratitude for their
participation, I felt this was the least I could do. Yet, I must say that this remains a struggle until today, as I still
frequently feel like falling short on the sorrow and needs of my research participants.
The research bias is “a constant, systematic form or source of error in research arising either from the
researcher’s conscious or unconscious predilections or from features of the context within which the
research is produced that tend to predetermine research findings (SAGE Publications, 2020).”
Because of the intense and ‘long-term’ field visit, it has been essential to take the research bias into account, as it
was likely that my presence and experiences would impact my objectivity in the field. Mainly concerning my
ethnographic/qualitative research methods, a bias was unavoidable. Earlier on, I stated that my initial research
topic was centralised around the risks of forms of exploitation. However, this focus also steered my research lens
in the sense that I found myself hoping to come across dramatic stories about sexual exploitation or human
trafficking as an example. This also made that I was particularly ‘on’ [attentive] when I encountered such cases. To
reflect on my bias, I [initially] also found myself filling in the gaps for some of my research participants. For instance,
in Parque de la India, I noticed that I already assumed that a woman might be involved in the sex industry until I
was ‘proven wrong’. This attitude also steered some of my original field notes and how I classified women
beforehand based on their appearance for instance [which is particularly interesting to become aware of in the
context of the empirical findings of my thesis]. This has been quite a critical bias that I needed to tackle, as I
sometimes felt like ‘failing’ my research if I could not encounter the stories I was expecting or hoping to find.
One way to tackle this bias was through my research approach and methodology. Building long-term relations
with my research participants and spending much time with them in the field, helped me to correct some of my
misinterpretations. This also helped me become more aware of my own bias and be more critical of my thoughts.
This was also an additional reason to invest in people who could help me translate and interpret my data.
Moreover, it was useful to distance myself once in a while from the research [site] to ‘reset’ and ‘re-evaluate’ my
research biases.
Furthermore, discussing my research progress with my supervisor and several friends and [ex-] co-students was
relevant to face some of my biases. During the analysis and writing phases upon return in The Netherlands, it was
still a process to overcome my research bias. During these phases, I strived to be critical towards my data and
findings and re-evaluate. In this process, the guidance of my thesis supervisor was helpful. I remember an
important lesson that opened my eyes: came down to the fact that it was also possible to find something distinct
from what I had expected to find or that these grotesque stories might be more in the margins in the context of
my fieldwork. She emphasised that this does not include that my empirical research is ‘empty’: all data is data.
Thus, the constant reflection on my research biases has been critical, especially since I would argue that it is
unavoidable in the context of qualitative and ethnographic research. For the same reason, I think it is relevant to
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inform you, as a reader of my report about this bias. Yet, I chose to embrace the subjectivity of my research and
place emphasis on women’s voices and their lived realities, which I eventually consider the strength of my work.
Related to this, I would say that the potential interviewer effect has become an inherent part of my data collection.
Since the focus of the research was on gender performances, and the [tactical] navigation of their environment, I
realise that I became part of the Social Navigation of my research participants myself. In this sense, it was insightful
to pay attention to how my research population approached me and answered my questions. Moreover, since I
was talking to my research participants on a more regular basis, I was particularly tentative to the contradictions
in their stories and approached these as data in itself. In the end, I would say that the interviewer effect benefitted
the eventual analysis and conclusions of my research.
In addition to the reflections above, I would like to highlight one case that happened to me in the last week of my
fieldwork. During one of my final interviews with two of my research participants, I was robbed by a Colombian
young man. A part of me sensed that my research participants could have been involved in the robbery. Until
today, I do not know whether they were involved and to what extent. In this regard, the police suggested that it
would be better to avoid my research site and warned me that I the robber knew where I was staying. Since it was
at the end of my fieldwork, I decided to say farewell to Riohacha. In the context of this event, as well as my decision
to wrap-up my fieldwork, I felt at peace. About my research, I decided to write down the event as field data to
read over it again. However, I chose not to include this experience in my findings since I could not talk to my
research participants after the event. Moreover, I considered my analysis of this particular event as too subjective
and too much of a wild guess. Yet, I decided to include the data of the two research participants, although I
critically evaluated the data in light of the incident during the analysis.
For ethical reasons, the minimum age of my formal research participants [with whom I conducted semi-structured
interviews] was 18 years old. However, during my participant observations or some of my interviews, I also spoke
to some adolescent girls [and children]. They were generally daughters/children of my research participants, who
accompanied them at that time. Moreover, to protect my research participants, I gave them the option to remain
anonymous. Although some of my participants allowed me to use their names, I decided to alter all the names in
this report, to avoid causing unintended harm. Besides, I made sure to have their informed consent and permission
to record. To avoid ‘doing harm’ I frequently asked my supervisor, interpreters, professionals, and [ex] co-students
for advice. Especially in the beginning of my fieldwork, I experienced some ethical barriers to approaching my
participant. Like I mentioned previously, it felt like I was ‘using’ their vulnerability, and I was concerned about the
potential power imbalance. Also, I struggled [and still am] to find a balance between helping my research
participants and my role as a researcher.
Moreover, the question is always whether the research relevance weighs up to the study's ethical considerations
and challenges. Although I already discussed the relevance of my research earlier on, there are some additional
notes I want to make in this regard. In conversations with multiple essential organisations, the significance of the
topic of the research was confirmed. They all expressed their concerns about the migration crisis and the impact
on the host country and community. Moreover, the vulnerability of the ‘third wave’ of refugees and migrants:
women, children and female adolescents, was often emphasised. Yet, due to the overwhelming ongoing crisis,
the focus of attention has mainly been on emergency relief. For this reason, however, there is less attention for
and ability to talk to Venezuelan [female] migrants and listen to their daily lived circumstances and experiences.
Moreover, because of a culture of fear, many research participants seem to be hesitant to approach formal
organisations, institutions, or aid providers or are unable to do so. 11 In relation to this, one of the organisations I
One of my research participants [e.g.] expressed that see was in need of mental support and was aware of the fact there were provisions
for Venezuelan migrants in this regard. However, she was unable to make an appointment due to the fact that she needed to work during
the day to pay her rent, while the office was only opened during daytime.
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spoke to in the orientation phase emphasised the need for people to tell their stories and the need for someone
to listen to their experiences and the challenges they face. A quote of a refugee from another research fits this
statement well:
‘‘Many have already visited us here with their cameras and with some food and plastic coverings for
the leaking tents, but nobody has bothered to spend some time with us, to listen to what we have
been through (Araya et al., 2007).”
Although I do not suggest that I can replace a social worker supporting women in their mental suffering, I believe
I may have been a sincere listener and a welcome sounding board for my research participants. Yet, an ethical
and sensitive approach was particularly vital in this regard. First, because of the [perceived] vulnerable situation
of many of the research participants 12 and secondly, because of the sensitivity of some of the topics 13 discussed
with the research participants. At all times, I strived to respect the implicit and explicit boundaries raised by my
research participants and not push them to talk about topics that they might consider uncomfortable.

Thesis set-up and Reading Guide
In the concluding section of this Chapter, I would like to take you by the hand and guide you through the report
in a nutshell. This will help you comprehend the content of the different chapters and the common theme that
eventually leads to the thesis's overall conclusion.
CHAPTER 4 THE VENEZUELAN MIGRATION CRISIS
As an introduction to this report's empirical chapters, I start with background information to ‘set the scene’. In this
chapter, I explain how Venezuelans came to migrate to Colombia and briefly discuss the impact on the host
country Colombia. Furthermore, I provide more in-depth information on the research setting in the host
community in Riohacha and the research population of Venezuelan migrant women. This information helps situate
the rest of the report in the right perspective and comprehend better the circumstances in which Venezuelan
migrant women find themselves under conditions of displacement in Riohacha, Colombia.
EMPIRICAL CHAPTERS
In the analysis of my research data from the field, I concluded that two overarching topics are crucial in shaping
the gendered navigation strategies of Venezuelan migrant women in the context of the Venezuelan [Migration]
Crisis: the navigation of caretaking and the navigation of a ‘sexualised terrain’. These two categories seem to be
at the baseline of many of the coping strategies and decision-making processes of Venezuelan women and are
arguably closely related to their female gender.
The decision for a thematic division seemed most logical and workable in the context of the theoretical framework.
Moreover, it contributed to a working built-up of my thesis. Since Social Navigation Theory is particularly
comprehensive in its approach towards coping strategies. The interwovenness makes it challenging to pull the
coping strategies of women apart. Moreover, since Social Navigation relates both to the present and the future, I
also crossed off a [purely] chronological built-up.
Furthermore, the built-up in two related, but yet distinct themes, allowed me to make sense of my empirical data
and recognise and describe patterns through the lens of Gender Performativity and Normativity. The Theoretical
Framework of this study will be worked out further in the next Chapter. Overall, this thesis built-up allowed me to
Research participants who, by virtue of some psychological cognitive, physical, medical, legal, socioeconomic, or age-related status are
deemed to be more susceptible to harm within the research process. They often require special protections within the research process. SAGE
Publications
13
Topics involving a level of threat, risk or emotional challenge to those studied that renders problematic the collection, holding, and/or
dissemination of research data. SAGE Publications
12
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carry out a more in-depth analysis of my data. Moreover, it will become clear that the navigation of relationships
is closely related to women’s navigation of their caretaking roles, as well as in their navigation of a sexualised
terrain and that the two are in fact intrinsically related.14 Below I will discuss the built-up of the two parts.
Table 1 Thesis Built-up

Part I: Women as Caretakers
Navigating Caretaking Roles
Chapter 5 Navigating Caretaking in the Act of Migration
Chapter 6 Navigating Caretaking under Conditions of Displacement
Part II: Women as Sexual Beings
Navigating a Sexualised Terrain
Chapter 7 Navigating a Gendered and Sexualised Terrain
Chapter 8 Conclusion and Discussion
PART I The central focus of attention in Part I are the experiences, perceptions, and coping strategies of
Venezuelan women related to their caretaking roles. The aim is to highlight in what ways being a caretaker is of
influence on the Social Navigation strategies of Venezuelan migrant women. Based on women’s own explanations,
light is shed on their interpretations and perceptions of ‘ideal’ caretaking and the execution and shaping of their
caretaking role under conditions of displacement. Throughout Chapter 5 and 6, it will become clear that caretaking
under conditions of displacement comes with specific challenges and risks. Yet, simultaneously, performing the
caretaking role is also inherently part of women’s strategies to manoeuvre their condition of displacement. In this
regard, gender performances as Genuine Guardians, Vulnerable Victims, Selfless Sacrificers and Fearless Fighters
are characteristic for women’s caretaking roles as they navigate the Venezuelan migration crisis [table 2].15
In CHAPTER 5 ‘NAVIGATING CARETAKING IN THE ACT OF MIGRATION’, I discuss how caretaking responsibilities influenced
women’s decisions to migrate to Colombia and the migration strategies of Venezuelan women in terms of travel
company, route, and destination. In CHAPTER 6 ‘NAVIGATING CARETAKING UNDER CONDITIONS OF DISPLACEMENT’, I
continue to elaborate on women's caretaking performances upon arrival in Colombia. In this chapter, I highlight
how women navigate their caretaking roles and performances in their coping strategies under conditions of
displacement. Moreover, whereas caretaking is on the one hand experienced as an additional burden under
conditions of displacement, it is also perceived as an essential source of endurance, strength, and motivation for
women.
PART II The central focus of attention in Part II is the navigation of a so-called sexualised terrain. In the context of
displacement and with reference to women’s coping strategies, they find themselves navigating the risks,
challenges and opportunities of the objectification of the female body and appearance. Moreover, it will become
clear that the navigation a sexualised terrain is oftentimes also closely related to the caretaking responsibilities felt
by women.
In CHAPTER 7 ‘NAVIGATING A GENDERED AND SEXUALISED TERRAIN’, I portray what I mean by a so-called ‘gendered and
sexualised terrain’, by highlighting the prevalent gendered and sexualised stereotypes Venezuelan women face in
the context of their migration. Moreover, I discuss how women perceive, contribute to, and deal with these
gendered and sexualised stereotypes in their gender performances. Also, I discuss how mutual support systems

Part I consists out of two chapters, whereas Part II contains one chapter. This has to do with the simple fact that there is relatively more ‘new
data’ discussed in Part I than II, as well as I go more in-depth on the Migration Journey in Chapter 5 and only briefly touch upon the Migration
Journey in Part II.
15
These labels do not literally describe my research participants, but rather indicate the different gender performances of women under
conditions of displacement and in relation to women’s gendered caretaking roles.
14
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and girlfriending and befriending ‘tactics’ form part of women’s navigation of their displacement, which closely
links to women’s caretaking responsibilities. Moreover, I zoom in on women’s perceptions and navigation of
transactional sex as coping strategy, and I highlight the risk- and opportunity-engagement of women with regards
to their sexuality, as well as gender norms that steer gender performances in this regard. In the navigation of a
sexualised terrain, women present themselves as Virtuous Saint, Powerless Subject, Noble Martyr or Deliberative
Agent [table 3].
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION In addition to a conclusion per Chapter in which I highlight the key insights and
findings, I conclude my thesis with an elaborate conclusion and discussion, followed by some suggestions for
further research.
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3. Theoretical Framework
To study the nexus of gender and displacement, I rely on two main theories: Social Navigation Theory by Hendrik
Vigh (2006, 2009, 2010) and Gender Performativity Theory by Judith Butler (Butler, 1988; Butler, 2009). Together,
these theories form the theoretical framework of my thesis and shed light on the different ways in which
Venezuelan migrant women manoeuvre their condition of displacement in relation to their gender.
Social Navigation is particularly useful to study how women navigate their condition of displacement and cope
and balance challenges, risks and opportunities they encounter along the way. In this regard, social navigation is
useful to gain insight into the strategical coping strategies and manoeuvring of women, including the
considerations and trade-offs women make daily and in their strive towards a better future.
Gender Performativity, on the other hand, allows me to analyse the gender representation and performances of
Venezuelan migrant in their coping strategies in the context of their displacement. In fact, gender performativity
adds an extra layer to women's social navigation strategies in the sense that gender performances guide social
navigation and vice versa. Gender Performances can be instrumental to the Social Navigation Strategies, as well
as they may be counterproductive from a social navigation perspective. This has to do with the fact that gender
performances are ultimately guided by [self-]imposed gender norms and expectations and may ‘supersede’
strategical coping.
Hence, the strength of my theoretical framework lies in the combination of both theories. To study Social
Navigation through the lens of ‘Gender Performativity’ ultimately contributes to a deeper understanding of the
diverse and potentially strategical gender performances of Venezuelan women in the context of their
displacement.
In the last section of this chapter, I will further elaborate on how I strive to combine Gender Performativity and
Social Navigation as theoretical framing to analyse my research. However, first, I will introduce both theories
separately in further detail below.

Gender Performativity Theory
The fundamental characteristic of ‘gender’ is not its presence in specific social situations, but rather
its omnipresence in all social situations (West and Zimmermann, 1987 in Krais, 2006, p. 126).
The concept of gender is integrated as a vital component of this study. However, there are different perspectives
on what ‘Gender’ as a concept includes. In the school of feminism, there have been, and still are, different
approaches towards gender, ranging from the radical, liberal, post-colonial, critical, postmodern, and queer stand.
Until the 1970s [and still] the embodiment of gender makes that gender has often been mistakenly confused with
biological sex and seen as something binary, fixed and purely natural (Donato et al., 2006). However, biological
characteristics of the male or female sex do not necessarily determine what it means to be a man, woman or
anything in between in social terms. In the late 1980s, the strict distinction between the male and female gender
made room for a more comprehensive understanding of gender as a social construct ‘produced and reproduced
by humans themselves (Krais, 2006, p. 121).’
Nowadays, it is widely agreed that gender concerns a social construct and needs to be seen as ‘fluid, relational
and performative’ (Donato et al., 2006, p. 5). The postmodern era of feminism started in the early 1990s and is
concerned with the critical examination of [unequal] power relations based on gender and sex (Zalewski 2000 in
Valadier, 2018). Judith Butler is one of the key thinkers behind postmodernist feminism. She argues that since
gender, sex, and sexuality are social constructs, they determine gender roles and power relations in society. To
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analyse the role of gender in Venezuelan migrant women's coping strategies, I make use of the ‘Gender
Performativity Theory’ of Butler, which I will explain in further detail below.
Bodies and sexes are not understood as natural or biological phenomena, but as performance
processes in which sexual and gender identities are constantly affirmed and reactivated by power
structures (Valadier, 2018, p. 503).
With regards to the Gender Performativity Theory, Butler states that gender is constructed through performative
modes of expression. Repetitive performances of gender produce and reproduce gender norms in society and
subsequently become of significant influence on the gendered behaviour of individuals (Butler, 1988). A similar
theory of West and Zimmermann (1987) which is built on the concept of Habitus concerns ‘Doing Gender’. ‘Doing
Gender’ is comparable to ‘Gender Performativity’ in the sense that it focuses on the ‘performances’ or ‘doing’ of
gender, which subsequently contribute to the construction of gender. In ‘Doing Gender’ however, the emphasis
is on the processual construction of gender through interactions.
Furthermore, it is highlighted that individuals ‘do’ and perceive gender differently and that ‘the gender order
consists of variations on a theme’. From their perspective, as well as the Gender Performativity approach, gender
practices are subject to change, and the construction of gender can be altered through constant [deviant] social
interactions and performances of gender (Krais, 2006, p. 128).’ However, in practice, gender is often deeply
embedded as a construct in society and individuals, where the concept of ‘Gender Normativity’ comes in. Butler
namely argues that no one shapes their gender or sexuality from scratch. Rather, every act is already informed
by, and of influence in the social construction of gender (Butler, 2009).
[Gender] establishes a complex convergence of social norms on the somatic psyche, and a process
of repetition that is structured by a complicated interplay of obligation and desire, and a desire that
is and is not one’s own (Butler, 2009, p. 11).
In this sense, Gender Performativity links to ‘the social role theory’ (Eagly & Wood, 2016) in which an ‘asocial’
individual becomes a social actor [homo sociologicus] by performing and acting in society according to a set of
societal rules and norms with regards to how the individual is expected to behave. Butler (1999) applies the social
role theory to gender in which a ‘normative gender identity’ is imposed on individuals describing how men and
women should ideally behave and present themselves (Krais, 2006). It is precisely because gender concerns a
social construct, that gender norms are at the core of one’s behaviour and gender performances. Butler states:
“When we act […] it is already within a set of norms that are acting upon us, and in ways that we cannot always
know about (2009, p. 11).” In other words, whether one is fully aware of it or not, gender norms are a robust
governing structure for our behaviour (Joy et al., 2015) and deeply embedded in society and individuals.
The theory of Gender Performativity presupposes that norms are acting on us before we have a
chance to act at all and that when we do act, we recapitulate the norms that act upon us, perhaps
in new or unexpected ways, but still in relation to norms that precede us and exceed us. In other
words, norms act on us, work upon us, and this kind of ‘being worked on’ makes its way into our
own action. […] We do not know, for instance, what precisely the norms of gender want of us, and
yet we find ourselves moved and oriented within its terms (Butler, 2009, p. 11).
Hence, also forms of domination that link to gender goes deeper than just the specific social interaction that takes
place. Instead, these interactions take place in an order, a social world, that has been created over a long period
of time and informs how things are ‘supposed to be’. Thus, the social interaction does not stand alone but is part
of a broader context in which the deeply rooted ideas and views of both men and women and their perceptions
are critical informants to the social interaction that takes place. In other words, the embodiment of gender in
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practice results in gender stereotypes that determine how a man or woman is expected to behave and present
oneself. The reproductive nature of women, for example, assumes that women are naturally caring, loving, and
nurturing creatures. According to these stereotypes, the gendered performances of women fulfilling their
motherhood roles subsequently contribute to the strengthening of such gender expectations. The risk is that
“Women who are noncompliant with existing norms simply do not count, are not recognisable (Joy et al., 2015; p.
1741).” Furthermore, since women are, on average, physically weaker than men, they are also seen as more
vulnerable and dependent on men. These ideas frequently feed into the victimisation of women in crises. Hence,
together with children, women are often categorised as passive, vulnerable victims disproportionally affected by
crisis and in need of protection and support [wome-and-children paradigm]. Whereas men are often seen as
perpetrators or defenders, it seems hard to imagine women as instigators of harm or active and independent
agents.
The ideas of functions, processes, and sensations of the body – and thus also the concepts valid in
a particular society for perceiving and experiencing one’s own body – are determined by the
comprehensive symbolic order of gender. Much more than simply being related to sexuality and
reproduction on an immediate level, bodily experience is shaped by the symbolic order of gender:
by body ideals, images of the ‘perfect’ body, ideas of physical weakness and strength, a sense of
one’s place in a society’s patterns of subordination and domination, a sense of honour and shame,
ways of presenting the body in terms of what is revealed and what is hidden, and so on. All these
aspects of the symbolic order of gender are intimately connected to ideas about either the
masculine body or the feminine body.’ (Krais, 2006, pp. 127-128)
The postmodernist view on gender and sexuality - and more specifically, the theory of Gender Performativity - is
a useful approach to study the gendered coping strategies and perceptions of Venezuelan female migrants. By
perceiving gender as performances, it allows for an analysis of gender as a tactical instrument in women's coping
strategies. Simultaneously, it also accounts for the power structures, expectations, and gender norms that underlie
the expressions and perceptions of gender, either consciously or subconsciously. Moreover, differences and
potentially conflicting representations or ideas of gender can be better understood in the light of gender as fluid
and diverse concept.
The lens of Gender Performativity allows for analysing diverse and potentially strategical gender roles women may
adopt in their coping strategies. Likewise, the lens of Gender Performativity may explain ‘unexpected’ decision of
women in the context of their [strategical] navigation based on gender. In Gender Performativity, the challenges,
risks and opportunities, could be perceived differently than when I only take Social Navigation into account. Hence,
the gender performativity approach allows for a deeper and more profound understanding of women’s gendered
coping strategies in the context of displacement. Moreover, gender performativity in itself can also be studied
through the lens of social navigation.

Social Navigation Theory
How women navigate between opportunities, risks and challenges can be studied through the lens of Social
Navigation. Henrik Vigh (2006; 2009; 2010) introduced Social Navigation to analyse how people navigate contexts
characterised by stable instability. Stable instability refers to a situation in which people have faced a persistent
level of uncertainty – as a result of [looming] crises, tensions, as well as displacement - and are continuously forced
to deal with and find their way through this uncertain and shifting terrain (Horst & Grabska, 2015; Fiedler, n.d.). In
this context, the term navigation is inspired by the Latin verb ‘Navigare’ meaning ‘to sail and go by sea’. The
metaphor of a sea as a moving environment comes close to what Vigh means by social navigation:
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As we seek to move within a turbulent and unstable socio-political environment we are at the same
time being moved by currents, shifts and tides, requiring that we constantly have to attune our action
and trajectory to the movement of the environment we move through (Vigh, 2006, p. 14).
This shifting terrain is a variant of what Bourdieu calls field in his Theory of Practice (Bourdieu, 1976). Hence, Social
Navigation is closely linked to Bourdieu’s idea that people use their habitus to navigate a more or less stable field
[see box 1].
Box 1: Bourdieu about Field and Habitus
Bourdieu states: “In the social world there are… objective structures independent of the consciousnesses
(awareness and desire) of the carriers and capable of orienting – guiding or forcing – restricting their practices
or their performances. By the term constructed I mean that there is a double social genesis. On the one hand,
forms of attitude, thought and action are shaped which are essential elements of what I call hexis-habitus,
and on the other, the social structures, what I call fields ( (Bourdieu, Choses dites, 1987, p. 147 in Asimaki &
Koustourakis, 2014, pp. 122-123).”
“This system of permanent dispositions, which Bourdieu calls ‘hexis-habitus’ forms, and places in the
bodies of the individuals, forms of perception, representation and thought, as well as forms of assessment
and evaluation of the social world, which function as ‘generative and organizing principles’ which tend to
define the agents’ practices (Asimaki & Koustourakis, 2014, p. 123).”
However, those who are displaced often find themselves navigating a much more complex, uncertain and everchanging context. In such a context, people cannot easily fall back on their supposed habitus because of the
unpredictability of their circumstances. In other words, Practice Theory does not sufficiently reflect the lived
realities, emotions and options of displaced people who are faced with everyday uncertainty (Horst & Grabska,
2015). Moreover, the assumed calculability and manageability of risks [reduce, increase, take or avoid] in a ‘normal’
setting is unlikely to apply to contexts characterised by uncertainty as a result of displacement (Boholm, 2003, p.
167). Hence, Vigh poses the question:
“What do we do when social environments – as seen from within – are more akin to a choppy sea than to a
(playing) field or landscape?
The answer lies, I think, in setting the landscapes in motion (Vigh, 2009, p. 429).”
Hence, Vigh talks about ‘motion in motion’ to describe how people move through a shifting terrain (Vigh, 2009,
p. 420). Hereby, he refers to three dimensions, namely the nexus of agency, social forces and change. Instead of
studying social change an sich, or by solely focusing on the coping of people within a context of social change,
Vigh highlights how the two are of mutual influence [interactivity] on one another: “we move in social environments
of actors and actants, individuals and institutions, that engage and move us as we move along (Vigh, 2009, p.
420).” This perception also links to the earlier made statement of Timmerman et al. (2018) about the reciprocity
of gender and displacement.
Moreover, Social Navigation Theory is amongst others inspired by the concept of ‘life chances’ by Ralf Dahrendorf
(1979) that focuses on the options and choices people ha and how their possibilities can be extended or limited
in different contexts. In other words, Social Navigation incorporates people’s agency and ability to make conscious
and pragmatic choices, as well as it accounts for the limiting structures and a lack of control due to high levels of
uncertainty, instability and precariousness (Horst & Grabska, 2015; Fiedler, n.d.).
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In Social Navigation Theory, Vigh refers to the term Dubriagem to explain how people navigate such an unstable
context like displacement. Dubriagem is a Guinean Creole term that Vigh encountered in Guinea-Bissau amongst
young men navigating warfare [see Box 2] (Vigh, 2010). The concept does not have an exact translation, but can
be loosely translated as ‘the ability to get by’. Dubriagem also finds reference in the French verb se débrouiller
meaning ‘to get by’ or ‘to make the most of a situation’ (Reed-Danahay, 1996, p. 63-64 in Vigh, 2006, p. 151). In
other words, Dubriagem implies flexibility, active navigation and tactical movement in order to survive in a moving
environment characterised by precarity and instability. Furthermore, it refers both to immediate tactical action in
daily life choices [praxis], as well as strategies that could improve one’s situation and future perspective [planning]
(Vigh, 2006; Vigh, 2010). Hence, in the context of Social Navigation, it concerns “a complex process of moving and
simultaneously planning movement in relation to both an unstable and fluctuating present and a distant and
uncertain future (Vigh, 2006, p. 128).”
Box 2: Dubriagem
“I first encountered the word Dubriagem when talking to Diego and Justino about their life chances in light of
Bissau’s disastrous deterioration and the dismal predictability of further trouble. As they were weaving a picture
of the hardships that characterised their situation a word surfaced which was immediately transmuted into a
listing of acts and relationships that could help you get a job or a meal, or just get by. When I asked about the
unfamiliar word, Diego and Justino responded in unison: “dubria, dubria.” Diego continued: “You dubria … it’s
movement, dynamism, dinamismo”, he said, as Justino added: “You dubria so that you can see your life.”
Their attempts at providing a verbal explanation were, however, less successful than the accompanying body
language. “s they were talking, Diego started moving his upper body in a disjointed yet rhythmical sway.
Looking somewhat as if he was shadow boxing he wove and bobbed his torso back and forth as though
dodging invisible pulls and pushes. Only later did it dawn on me that what he was in fact dodging were the
pulls and pushes of social forces. His metaphorical shadowboxing was an embodied description of how one
moves through a social environment in motion.” (Vigh, 2010, pp. 149-150)
Thus, in unstable contexts, Dubriagem implies tactical thinking and reflection to cope and survive, which Vigh
refers to as “pragmatic response to a perceived possibility (Vigh, 2006, pp. 208-209).” In other words, choices
made – especially in precarious and pressing circumstances – are often an outcome of rational, strategic, and
conscious considerations. Moreover, the ‘act of movement’ in unstable environments reflects people's refusal to
accept their circumstances. At the same time, Horst and Grabska (2015) argue that it involves waiting and hoping
for a better future. The highly uncertain future and lack of resources and opportunities in times of
displacement/crisis frequently make the predominant focus on short-term tactics rather than long-term strategies
(Vigh, 2006 in Fiedler, n.d.). In this regard, Horst and Grabska (2015) refer to radical [the decision to migrate and
the act of migration itself, e.g.] and protracted [the conditions of displacement once in ‘exile,’ e.g.] and state that
‘waiting’ and ‘hoping’ in an unstable context generally involves an active and dynamic way of coping and
managing the everyday life.

Analytical Lens
In the Theoretical Framework of this thesis, I combine Vigh’s Social Navigation Theory and Butler’s Gender
Performativity Theory to study the nexus of gender and displacement. Although the theories highlight different
aspects of women’s coping strategies under conditions of displacement, I would argue that they complement
each other in a valuable way and that they are in fact, intrinsically related.
The theory of Social Navigation is particularly relevant to study how Venezuelan migrant women navigate their
condition of displacement. In Vigh’s own words, Social Navigation namely “grants us an analytical optic which
allows us to focus on how people move and manage within situations of social flux and change (Vigh, 2009, p.
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420).” Yet, to include a gender perspective and analyse the role of gender in women's navigation strategies,
Gender Performativity Theory is particularly useful. Together, the theories shed light on the navigation of the
challenges, risks, and opportunities Venezuelan women face under conditions of displacement and gender.
Moreover, I do not only perceive these theories valuable for highlighting the two predominant themes of my
research, but I also perceive that the combination has an added value in the sense that they are intertwined. This
includes that I see gender as embedded in Venezuelan women's navigation strategies, as well as I consider that
gender performativity in itself includes the navigation of gender performances. Put differently; I apply social
navigation theory and gender performativity to study how women navigate their gender performances to navigate
the Venezuelan [migration] crisis. Thus, in the context of this study, I perceive that both theories are of mutual
and reciprocal influence on one another in the sense that women are not only navigating the Venezuelan
migration crisis but also their own gender performances while doing so. To better understand this interwovenness,
I analyse how experiences, performances, and perceptions of Venezuelan women with reference to their coping
under conditions of displacement are gendered. This approach allows for a deeper understanding of the diverse,
complex, and potentially strategical gendered coping strategies of Venezuelan women. Moreover, it is particularly
relevant to gain more insight into the underlying motives of women’s actions, attitudes, and representations, as
well as trade-offs between perceived opportunities, risks, and challenges.
Several studies also use Social Navigation Theory in combination with Gender Performativity to study women’s
gendered coping strategies under pressing circumstances. A study amongst migrant women in the extractive
industry by Bradshaw et al. (2017) for instance highlights how women adopt a range of different roles and shift
between identities as ‘workers’, ‘whores’ and ‘wives’. In this thesis, I apply the insights of Bradshaw et al. to highlight
how women shift and construct their gender roles and performances as part of the [active] navigation of their
condition of displacement in correspondence with the challenges they face and opportunities they see available
to them. To map this, I highlight diverse gender identities Venezuelan migrant women perform in different
settings.
Another example is a case study of Utas (2005) about a female combatant navigating the Liberian war. Utas refers
to gendered coping tactics such as girlfriending and victimcy to navigate the highly insecure warfare context.
These two concepts are also useful in the context of this study. By the term, Victimcy Utas refers to a tactical
coping strategy in which [in this case] women perform the ‘victim’ role and present themselves as vulnerable to
gain or legitimise access to support as an example (Utas, 2005). In this thesis, this concept is particularly relevant
in analysing women’s caretaking roles in their coping strategies [Part I]. Girlfriending implies ‘loving the right
person’ to enhance one’s opportunities for reasons of protection, upward social mobility, or to gain access to
support or resources amongst others. Whereas this strategy may improve one’s position, it is often considered
highly uncertain and might also contain risks, and pitfalls [un]accounted for. This concept [as well as transactional
sex], is applied to analyse the navigation of relations of Venezuelan migrant women as part of their coping
strategies [Part II].
The perspectives of Bradshaw et al. and Utas help me apply a more flexible lens to analyse women's gender
performances in times of displacement. In their description of the different roles women may adopt to face their
situation, Bradshaw et al. move beyond the reduction of women as helpless victims of patriarchal relations or
forms of exploitation in the context of the mining industry. Instead, they perceive gender representations as fluid
and potentially instrumental. Likewise, Utas emphasises that women are not merely passive and vulnerable
subjects. He draws attention to the strategic and indeed tactical ways women actively use their agency and gender,
to move through a complex context of uncertainty and insecurity. In his own words, the study reveals “the
complexity of women's strategies, roles, and options as they confront conflicting challenges and opportunities in war
(Utas, 2005, p. 403).”
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The bottom line of both studies is that just like the conflict (Utas) and mining (Bradshaw et al.) setting is precarious
and uncertain; so are the Social Navigation strategies of women in this environment. This is also an interesting
approach in the context of this thesis, where Venezuelan migrant women may encounter gender-related windows
of opportunity, as well as limitations in terms of potentially gender-specific risks and challenges. In this study, I
therefore seek to analyse this field of tension by perceiving Venezuelan migrant women as ‘social navigators’ who
dubria their condition of displacement. In doing so, I combine Social Navigation and Gender Performativity
combined as a theoretical lens, which allows me to take into account both the active and constrained agency of
Venezuelan migrant women.
Thus, in accordance with Krais (2006), I perceive Venezuelan women as “social subjects, agents who act in their
own rights and in defence of their own interests (p. 124).” Simultaneously it is acknowledged that the situation and
coping strategies of Venezuelan migrant women may contain risks and pitfalls because of their pressing
circumstances. In this light, gender representations and pragmatic choices of Venezuelan female migrants can
also explain [perceived] irrational, immoral or risky behaviour in ‘normal stable fields’ as part of navigation in
contexts where little other options are available. 16 In other words, uncertainty as a key characteristic of
displacement often affects people's ability to act. It influences their opportunities and the risks they face and take,
as well as how they navigate between the two (Horst & Grabska, 2015). In this respect, I apply Social Navigation
Theory to reflect on the complex trade-offs women face and the extent to which they act as tactical agents in the
challenging circumstances related to their displacement (Utas, 2005). Additionally, Gender Performativity Theory
helps me examine gender performances of Venezuelan women as part of their coping strategies and the [tactical]
role gender can play in women’s navigation strategies. Moreover, I consider that gender performances of
Venezuelan migrant women under conditions of displacement are informed by social norms on the one hand,
while potentially challenging and shaping Gender Normativity on the other.
Being-in-the-world is not to be understood merely as passive being; it means action: actively
participating in and grappling with the social world (Krais, 2006, p. 129).
Social Navigation and Gender Performativity acknowledges the omnipresence of power structures, social norms,
and uncertain and precarious circumstances, but emphasise the room for manoeuvre. This approach helps me to
better comprehend the gendered navigation of risks, challenges and opportunities and beyond the victimhoodagency dichotomy that is frequently apparent in studies that focus on women in crisis situations. Although it is not
my intention to be laconic or light-hearted about the sorrow and hardships of Venezuelan women under their
condition of displacement [specifically in relation to their gender], I consider this approach valuable as it helps me
to approach women as autonomous individuals, who are not defined by their circumstances; but are instead
navigating them.

Some examples given are joining war, stealing, selling/using your body as a survival strategy etc. Vigh, (2006); Fiedler, (n.d.)., as well as selfrepresentation as a victim (victimcy) or establishing and managing (intimate) relationships with key persons for reasons of protection, status
or access to resources (girlfriending) Utas, (2005)
16
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4. The Venezuelan Migration Crisis
Venezuela's socio-economic and political breakdown has caused a humanitarian crisis of the great magnitude
that resulted in a migration crisis that rapidly accelerated since 2015. It is not only known as the biggest
transnational migration crisis in the recent history of Latin America but concerns one of the largest current
migration crises worldwide (Freier, 2018; Goldberg, 2019). To date, it is estimated that over five million Venezuelans
have left their country because of violence, insecurity, and scarcity (UNHCR, 2019; Rotunno, 2019; Edwards, 2019).
In fact, the actual scope of the ‘Venezuelan migration crisis’ is only partly reflected in the global numbers, as the
exact scale of the crisis is likely to be highly underestimated (Edwards, 2019). The case of Venezuela shows how
the tables can turn, as it used to be one of the wealthiest countries on the Latin American continent and was once
a hosting country for many migrants and refugees. Yet, political tensions, human rights violations and a
downwards spiral of socio-economic circumstances force many Venezuelans to escape the everyday worsening
situation (Bull & Rosales, 2020).
The crisis in Venezuela is what preceded the condition of displacement of Venezuelan women in Colombia.
Therefore, it is useful to introduce the Venezuelan [migration] crisis as the case-study of this thesis. Hence, before
I turn to the empirical part of this study, I will give a brief historical background of the crisis in Venezuela and the
related migration crisis in Colombia. My aim is not to explain Venezuela's crisis in detail, but rather to provide
some vital background information that will help to position the Venezuelan [migration] crisis in its broader
context. Thereafter, I will zoom in on Riohacha, Colombia, as the research site where I conducted my fieldwork
and present a general profile of the Venezuelan migrant women who represent the research population of this
study. The final aim of this background chapter is to help you, as a reader, to put the empirical chapters that will
follow from a better perspective.

The Venezuelan Crisis
“In the second half of the 2010s, Venezuela has been undergoing the most profound crisis of any
society in modern Latin America, and on many accounts, the deepest crisis of any non-war-ridden
country in recent times.” – (Bull & Rosales, 2020, p. 2)
The current crisis in Venezuela is unique and highly complex, and its underlying causes are diverse. A multitude
of factors and processes led to the collapse of the country in economic, political, and social terms. In only a short
period of time, the once-prosperous Venezuela came tumbling down like a house of cards (Page et al., 2019).
Crucial factors playing a part are argued to be related to Venezuela's dependence on oil (Buxton, 2019), the
collapse of the Venezuelan rentier economy,17 shifts in the global order, and the influence of international actors
like the United States amongst others (Gill, 2019).
To better understand the history of the crisis, I would like to go back to the time that Venezuela underwent
significant social, political, and economic changes under the presidency of Hugo Chávez. When Chávez became
president in 1998, Venezuela was coping with economic inequality and injustice. About half of the Venezuelan
population at that time lived in poverty; unemployment rates were as high as 15%, and the country grappled with
high levels of inflation. When Chávez came to power, he promised to transform the economy radically by

Venezuela has been known for its rentier economy (Mommer 2002; Baptista 2010; Hellinger 2017; Buxton 2019) in which the country has
been highly dependent on its oil revenues as a single trade commodity for an import economy. In other words, the Venezuelan government
borrowed money from other countries in exchange for future oil exports. This resulted in an increase of public debt of no less than 30% of
Venezuela’s GDP between 2000 to 2012 ( (Page et al., 2019). Subsequently, it meant that Venezuela was highly dependent on import and only
had a very limited domestic production chain. Hence, the country relied increasingly on foreign countries for its import on the basis of rents
on the basis of its oil revenues. It is therefore not a surprise that the country turned out to be built on lose sand and was extremely vulnerable
to the crisis that followed when the oil prices collapsed in 2013 (Rodríguez 2018; Peters 2019; Ross 2015).
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introducing the ‘Bolivarian Revolution’, that would foster a more just and equalitarian society. Although the
country first fell into an economic recession after introducing some drastic measures, the economy soon started
to recover and grow significantly from 2004 onwards. The Gross Domestic Product [GDP] skyrocketed, and
Venezuela experienced a decade of economic fortune and growth. As promised, the numbers of people living in
poverty substantially dropped, as did unemployment rates. For his accomplishments and charisma, Chávez was
praised, and he was highly popular amongst a large part of the Venezuelan population (Rodríguez, 2019). In 2014,
however, these victories had backfired, yet only little Venezuelans noticed the crisis that was hanging over their
heads.
After the death of Chávez in March 2013, his successor Nicolás Maduro was elected as new president with only a
small majority of the votes in April 2013. However, by that time, prices and inflation levels had already accelerated,
and the national currency was devaluating rapidly. In sharp contrast to the popularity of Chávez, Maduro did not
have the same charisma and lacked general popular support (Page et al., 2019). While Maduro was highly criticized
and blamed for the economic decline in Venezuela, he was nonetheless re-elected in 2018 (Rodríguez, 2019).18
The implications of the socialist Bolivarian Revolution that was initiated by Chávez - and pursued by Maduro resulted in a democracy backsliding into an authoritarian and even autocratic regime (Polga-Hecimovich 2019;
López Maya 2016; Camero 2016; Corrales & Penfold 2011; Levitsky & Luxton; 2013; L. Marsteintredet 2020 in Bull
& Rosales, 2020). In only six years’ time, the country had lost no less than 62 per cent of its GDP (Bull & Rosales,
2020).
The first symptoms of the crisis in Venezuela were increasing prices and food shortages, which made the crisis
seem like being mere of economic nature to the outside world. Yet the political and social side of the crisis, in
fact, put into grim and dark daylight. As democracy in Venezuela was on its return, so was the rule of law in the
country. This, in addition to increasing militarization, resulted in a public security crisis, as Gan (2020) explains. It
was the already marginalized groups that bore the brunt: “the very population that the Bolivarian Revolution
sought to protect from marginalization has been victim of extra-judicial killings and gross violations of human rights
(Gan, 2020 in Bull & Rosales, 2020, p. 5).” Paramilitary groups, territorial control, and rising protests from 2014
onwards, further pressurised security levels in Venezuela. Consequently, an increase of systematic human rights
abuses like “excessive use of force against protestors, arbitrary detention, torture, attacks and restrictions on
democratic space, and violations of the universal rights to health and food (Page et al., 2019, p. 1254)” started to
threaten the overall security of the Venezuelan population (UNHCR, 2019; Bull & Rosales, 2020)
By 2018, Venezuela found itself in a deep crisis that was no longer only of economic, but also of political and
social nature. Inflation had turned into hyperinflation, there were regular power cuts, as well as extreme shortages
of food and medication, along with overall deteriorating public services and overshadowed human rights. This all
lead to increasing instability and civil unrest, followed by a massive outmigration of Venezuelans (Rodríguez, 2019).

The Migration Crisis in Colombia
To date, 5.2 million Venezuelan refugees and migrants are on the move due to their home country's everdeteriorating situation. Many sought their refuge in neighbouring country Colombia that hosts a vast majority of
no less than 1.8 million Venezuelan migrants and refugees [Appendix C] (UNHCR, 2020; Edwards, 2019; GIFMM,
2018). Around the time that I conducted the fieldwork in Colombia, about half of the migrants coming from
Venezuelan concerned women [48% against 52% male migrants [Appendix C] (R4V, 2019). Among the refugees
and migrants, some see Colombia as a transit country to other destinations like Peru, Argentina, Chile and Ecuador
Although the elections have been labelled as highly controversial, “the continuity from Chávez to Maduro seems natural, since both leaders
belong to the same party – the Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela (PSUV) – the successor was anointed by the predecessor, and Maduro
was, additionally, the longest-serving minister of foreign relations under Chávez.”(Alarcón Deza 2014 in Romero, C. A., & Mijares, V. M. (2016).
From Chávez to Maduro: Continuity and change in Venezuelan foreign policy. Contexto internacional, 38(1), 165-201). During fieldwork, many
label Maduro as am follower or even ‘disciple’ of Chávez and emphasize that Chávez was in fact a mentor for Maduro (P.O. Fieldwork 2019).
18

25

[Appendix C], because they see more opportunities in terms of economics or asylum. Other migrants cross the
country to reach Colombian cities such as Bogotá or Medellín as their destination or stay closer to the border
region, because of a lack of opportunities to travel further. In the border region, migrants often travel back and
forth between Venezuela and Colombia for [in]formal work and the stocking of food, medicines and other urgent
necessities (GIFMM, 2018; Orientation Phase, 2019). Moreover, the migrant population also includes Colombians
who had sought refuge in Venezuela to escape insecurity in Colombia and now decided to return to their home
country because of the ongoing crisis in Venezuela (GIFMM, 2018).
The current influx of refugees since 2017 is referred to as ‘la Tercera ola’, [‘the third wave’] of migrants and
refugees. The first [2000-2005] and second waves [2015] generally concerned people with more options in terms
of network and educational and socio-economic background. However, the third wave is argued to include more
vulnerable migrants and refugees with fewer resources and opportunities (Orientation Phase, 2019). This group
consists of [pregnant] women and children migrating alone, the sick and elderly, traditional people [Wayúu a.o.],
the lower-middle-class and people in poverty. Moreover, many who decide to leave their country travel long,
challenging, and dangerous routes. Upon arrival in Colombia, people are generally in desperate need of
protection, shelter, health care and food, as they continue to arrive with less and fewer resources (UN Women,
2019; MSF, 2019; Muñoz-Pogossian, 2018).
In general, Colombia receives Venezuelans with open arms, also because many Colombians previously found
refuge in Venezuela when they escaped the crisis in their own country (Janetsky, 2019). Nevertheless, the lives of
Venezuelan migrants continue to be characterised by uncertainty and scarcity. A lack of employment
opportunities, adequate shelter and access to healthcare means that these people's well-being is frequently ‘put
on hold’ (MSF, 2019). At the beginning of 2018, about 5000 people legally crossed the Venezuelan-Colombian
border per day, excluding the number of informal entries. The pressure to host the growing number of
Venezuelans often exceeds the capacity of the country. Border towns such as Cúcuta and Maicao in particular,
are overstretched due to the high influx of refugees (Orientation Phase, 2019). Moreover, while Colombia has
predominantly been an ‘exporting country’ of refugees and migrants, there is little experience in hosting a
displaced population. During my fieldwork, the humanitarian aid network was therefore still organising itself to a
large extent. Over the course of my fieldwork, there was more support for Venezuelan migrants in terms of cash
aid [tartjeta], food plans [comedores], [reproductive] healthcare and the option to enrol children in school to
name a few examples.
Generally speaking, there are two options to cross the 2219
kilometres long border between Venezuela and Colombia
[figure 3] (GIFMM; R4V, 2019):19 the trochas [trails], which are
the informal passages, or the so-called ‘Raya’, which is the
formal border crossing point. Passing through the Raya is
commonly perceived as the safest migration option, at least
when you possess the required documentation. In order to
enter Colombia, you need to show your identity card or
passport. Furthermore, in case one travels with children, birth
certificates and the presence or otherwise permission of the
Figure 3 The 2219 km long border between Venezuela parents are required to legally cross the border with them
20
and Colombia and the 249 km long border between the (Orientation Phase, 2019).
Colombian Department La Guajira and Venezuela.

A significant part of the migrant population is not applying or
unable to apply for asylum or a legal permit, which is crucial for receiving much-needed support and protection
19
20

The border between the Colombian department La Guajira and Venezuela is 249 kilometers long.
This concerns an international border policy in the battle against children falling prey to human trafficking practices.
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(Edwards, 2019). According to government figures, at least 296,432 Venezuelans are currently residing in
Colombia with an irregular migration status; however, as this is only the number known by the government, this
statistic is most likely much higher (ACNUR, 2019). Migración and GIFMM estimate that at least a total of 489,618
[March 2019] remain in an irregular situation, without access to legal employment or formal support and
protection (2019; 2018). This group of people is argued to be most vulnerable to forms of exploitation, human
trafficking, abuse, and discrimination (Brodzinsky, 2018; UNHCR, 2020; UN Women, 2019). Especially when taking
into account the dangers of crossing the border irregularly, as armed groups, guerrillas and paramilitaries currently
control many parts of the border. Because of the enormous length of the border between Colombia and
Venezuela, it is challenging for the government to control irregular entries and guarantee safe migration routes
(Orientation Phase, 2019).
The Raya [line] is referred to as the formal passage to Colombia. Until February 2018, over 1,5 million Venezuelans
regularly crossed the Colombian border with ‘Border mobility cards,’ which concerns a short-term permit for
seven days to access basic necessities and services (GIFMM, 2018). However, this permit was suspended and
instead the so-called ‘Permiso Especial de Permanencia’ [PEP] was called into life. In October 2018 415,298
Venezuelans received this alternative permit, allowing them to work and access basic facilities for two years.
However, the PEP is issued sporadically, and although there have been multiple phases of the PEP to renew the
document, it was not possible to apply for or extend the PEP during the data collection of my research. In addition,
many migrants and refugees cross the border irregularly. Based on the Colombian government's statistics, it is
estimated that about 300.000 Venezuelans in Colombia do not have a regular migration status (GIFMM, 2018).
Yet, UNHCR claims that it underestimates the even higher number of irregular migrants in practice. Reasons to
enter Colombia illegally can be attributed to border policies or the unattainability of legal documentation amongst
others. Several legal border crossing points have for instance been closed for periods of time, as well as it is
complicated to obtain documentation in Venezuela at the moment. Furthermore, migrants are frequently illinformed about safe migration routes or do not perceive Colombia as their country of destination, which reduces
the need to enter via regular entries (Orientation Phase, 2019).

Riohacha: Setting the Scene
The fieldwork of this study was carried out amongst Venezuelan female migrants in the Colombian coast-town
Riohacha. The town concerns the capital city of the department La Guajira that directly borders Venezuela.
Venezuelan migrants can be found all over the country, yet most of them travel through or stay in the regions
Norte Santander, Arauca, La Guajira and Bogotá (Dutch Relief Alliance, 2019). Many people from the northeast
[Maracaibo a.o.] of Venezuela migrate to Riohacha, which is only about a four-hour car drive away from the
nearest border crossing point (Rotunno, 2019). Moreover, Riohacha can be perceived as an ‘escape’ from the
overcrowded border town Maicao, that has become a migration hub for Venezuelan migrants (Orientation phase,
2019). After Bogotá, Riohacha hosted the most Venezuelan refugees at the end of October 2018, even higher
than the numbers of refugees in Norte Santander and Arauca (GIFMM, 2018). Yet, the massive influx of Venezuelan
migrants poses much pressure on the region, mainly because La Guajira is argued to be the poorest and most
disadvantaged Colombian department.
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS My research population concerns female Venezuelan migrants between 18 and 53 in
Riohacha, Colombia.21 About half had a committed relationship when migrating to Colombia, while the other half
concerns women without a stable partner at the moment of migration. Some of them were widowed, separated,

With the term research participants I generally refer to the women with whom I conducted my semi-structured interviews. However, there
are many more women whom I did not interview, but who were part of my research through the participant observations and/or in-depth
informal conversations that were an important part of my fieldwork. These women fall more or less in the same research profile as my research
participants.
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were/had left [by] their partner and others did not have a serious relationship to begin with. The great majority
of women was the mother of one or more children.
DOCUMENTATION Some women possess a border mobility card, PEP, or had received a stamp in their travel upon
entry via the legal passing. Others entered the country illegally and lacked documentation. Amongst my research
participants, only a few have [temporal] residency or work permits. During my fieldwork, the PEP was not issued,
and it was uncertain when and to whom the PEP would be handed out again, which meant that migrants are
waiting and hoping for the opportunity to arrive. Moreover, there are little job opportunities in Riohacha for both
Venezuelan migrants as well as Colombians. Before, unemployment rates were already worrisome in Riohacha,
and the large influx of Venezuelan migrants only compounds this. As a result, there are growing tensions between
the host community and Venezuelan migrants, as well as discrimination and xenophobia is on the rise.
WAYÚU About a quarter of my research participants concern Venezuelan Wayúu migrants. They were most often
living in so-called invasiónes [informal settlements] in the city's suburbs, which are temporary dwellings built on
land belonging to the Wayúu. The indigenous Wayúu population is not bound to country borders, and their land
stretches across Venezuela and Colombia [figure 5]. Venezuelan Wayúu migrants can cross the Venezuelan
border more easily with their Wayúu identity which, so to speak, supersedes nationality and allows them [often
via kinship] to settle on Wayúu territory in Colombia. Since La Guajira concerns Wayúu land, it is not surprising
that this department attracts a substantial number of Wayúu migrants from Venezuela. Part of the research was
carried out in the Wayúu settlements El Pátron and Los Deseos.22 These informal settlements were located in the
suburbs of the town and divided into barrios [districts] or pieces of land where houses were built. Sometimes
these houses concerned units or were made of stone, yet other houses consisted of wood, sail, or aluminium.
Electricity and water services were not always accessible to the inhabitants. There were services such as schools
and daycare, and there were some organisations [NGOs] active in the settlements.
TRAVEL COMPANY Whereas some women travel with their partner, another adult or their children. Others migrate
on their own. In terms of the travel company and migration order, women can be categorised into three migration
profiles: ‘pioneers’, ‘followers’ and ‘companions’ [Appendix B]. In the table below an overview is given of the travel
profiles of the Venezuelan migrant women with whom I conducted interviews.
PIONEERS More than half of my research participants took the risk of migrating without having much of a safety
net in Colombia. In most cases [except for one] it concerns single women who did not have a partner at the
moment of migration. About half of my research participants were single at the moment of migration. Some of
them were widowed, separated, were/had left [by] their partner and others did not have a serious relationship to
begin with. These women were sometimes spurred or consulted by their network to migrate and enhance their
prospects, or they took the decision independently. Although some had the option to travel in companionship
with another adult, most travelled alone or with their children.
FOLLOWERS There are also women who already had a network in Colombia and were invited or encouraged to
come over. In most cases, they travelled after their partner, but there were also cases where they followed after
an adult child or relative who had travelled ahead. Sometimes the travel order concerned an explicit risk or costreducing strategy for families or a for more pragmatic and practical reasons related to documentation. Whereas
pioneers concern the women who arrived alone in Colombia and had to build their lives from scratch, these
women generally had someone who more or less ‘cleared’ the road for them, which made arriving in Colombia
relatively easier. Thus, although most follower women migrated alone [with their children], having a ‘safety net’ in
Colombia offered them at least some perspective and relative certainty.
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During my fieldwork, I also visited a Wayúu settlement in Uribia.
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COMPANIONS Some women travelled together with another adult, most often their partner, but also relatives or
friends. A principle reason to travel in companionship is to keep a family together, as well as it may be a riskreduction strategy.
CHILDREN At the moment of migration, most of my research participants had one or more children below the age
of 18. Amongst them, more than three quarter travelled with at least one of their children when they came to
Colombia for the first time, of whom the great majority travelled without the company of another adult. Some of
them collected or returned their children to Colombia in a later stadium [Appendix B].
Parque de la India was the second research site where
I encountered my research population. The square also referred to as Plaza del Romboy - was located
next to the main road leading to Uribia. Hence, the
park was a tactical spot, surrounded by much traffic
and activity. The park was surrounded by some small
tienda’s and restaurants but was clearly located
outside the touristic zone. To get here, I needed to
pass the old market and shopping mall. Venezuelan
migrants had ‘occupied’ the park, and although they
were at times send away by the police [the police
station was right across the streets], many Venezuelan
migrants were spending their days [and nights] in the
park. Street vending, as well as waiting for work, resting, FIGURE 4 WAYÚU LAND ON VENEZUELAN AND COLOMBIAN TERRITORY
or hanging out together, were part of daily life. About
75% of my research participants are ‘urban migrants’ who reside in the city centre, where they are renting a room
or apartment or were living on the streets.23
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Figure 5 Research Sites: 1 The Boulevard 2 Parque de la India
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Figure 6 The Boulevard

Figure 7 Parque de la India24

Pictures first row and first row and first column second row retrieved from https://laguajirahoy.com/riohacha/el-parque-de-la-india-dejarade-ser-refugio-de-venezolanos.html https://lajornadacaribe.blogspot.com/2016/10/desidia-se-divierte-en-parques-de.html
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Figure 8 Wayúu Settlements

Figure 9 Research Participants in their Living Environments

Not included in this document
Figure 10 Research participants in their Living Environments
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EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
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Part I: Women as Caretakers
Navigating Caretaking and Motherhood
I fight for my daughter; I fight for her. I fight for her. And what I have, everything for my daughter.
– Alejandra (24)
Single mother of a two-year-old daughter, with daughter in Colombia for nine months
It’s common; many Venezuelans come here to bring their families in Venezuela food. And it was my
turn to do the same.
– Beatriz (31), 31 October 2019
Single mother of seven children, alone in Colombia for three years
Throughout my fieldwork, I came to realise that under conditions of displacement, motherhood and caretaking
roles are key factors in the Social Navigation strategies of Venezuelan women. Whether I spoke with women about
their incentives to migrate; their principle worries and concerns; future hopes and perspectives; or their daily
coping strategies: children and dependents were oftentimes the central focus of attention. The quotations above
capture how women highlighted their role as caretakers in the context of their displacement. Alejandra, a young
Venezuelan mother who travelled alone with her daughter to Colombia, is determined to put her daughter first.
For mothers like Alejandra, the ability to take care of, provide for, and protect their children, forms an integral
part of navigating the everyday uncertainty of their lives under conditions of displacement. Beatriz left her seven
children in the care of her own mother in Venezuela when she migrated to Colombia. She exemplifies that due
to the Venezuelan crisis, it is ‘her turn’ to seek ways to sustain her family by moving abroad. Hence, under
conditions of displacement, women are not only focused on their personal survival but also – and frequently even
more so – on their dependents' well-being.
The navigation of caretaking and motherhood roles of Venezuelan migrant women is the focal point of attention
in the first part of this thesis. It is shown that women’s gendered caretaking performances are at the heart of their
coping strategies and decision-making processes. Hence, while navigating the Venezuelan [migration] crisis, I aim
to show how women are simultaneously navigating their gendered role as caretakers. The crucial role of women’s
strong sense of responsibility in the Social Navigation of the Venezuelan [migration] crisis is best understood in
relation to the perceptions and ideas regarding womanhood and caretaking. Caretaking concerns a broad
concept for Venezuelan women, which involves providing for dependents in their physical, material, and
emotional needs, as well as nurturing and looking after them. Overall, [self-]imposed gender norms and
expectations related to caretaking turn out to be a crucial guiding factor. The constant evaluation of caretaking
roles, performances and gendered norms and expectations, forms the guiding thread through Chapter five and
six. Through the lens of Gender Performativity, I analyse how Venezuelan women perform caretaking as an
intrinsic part of their Social Navigation of their condition of displacement.
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5. Navigating Caretaking in the Act of Migration
To discuss the centrality of women’s caretaking performances throughout their migration process, I would like to
start at the beginning of their ‘migration journey’. By looking at women’s incentives to migrate to Colombia, I
emphasise that caretaking roles are, in fact, already at the heart of women’s navigation strategies from the start.
Moreover, with regards to the migration strategies of women [company, route, and destination], the navigation
of caretaking roles is also a determining factor.

Caretaking-related Incentives to Migrate
As portrayed in the background chapter, there are many reasons for Venezuelans to leave their country and seek
their fortune elsewhere. Although at first sight, these incentives are not unique for women per se, motherhood
and caretaking responsibilities are frequently presented as crucial motivations for women to migrate. As a matter
of fact, all women describe in their own words how the inability to provide for dependents has been fundamental
in this decision. They explain to me that the crisis not only turned their lives upside down; but also impacted their
ability to perform their caretaking roles.
When I lived with him [ex-partner in Venezuela], I didn't work. In other words, I dedicated myself to
my home: my children, my husband. I am dedicated a lot to my children. […] I want to go back to
my previous life, being a housewife, taking care of the children.
– Elizabeth (30), 6 November 2019
Mother of three children, with her children in Colombia for 11 months
So basically, I am here to work for them. To provide for them. When you are a mother, that’s what
you do, you do anything for your children, right? Whatever it is, you do it for your children. Whatever
option available to you, you take it for your children. That’s the price you pay. You sacrifice to see
them happy, and there is no price too big to see your children happy.
– Beatriz
Elizabeth explains that before she migrated to Colombia, she used to spend most of her time on householdrelated tasks and caretaking duties, while her partner was working outdoors to earn an income. She exemplifies
her dedication towards her home, husband and most importantly, to her children. In contrast to the current
hardships she faces under the condition of displacement that obstruct her from performing her caretaking duties,
she defends how she used to perform her gender role in Venezuela as a woman, mother, and wife according to
the ‘norm’. Hence, in the context of the Venezuelan crisis, women often refer to their inability to generate an
income and feed their children as an essential driver for them to migrate. In the statement above, Beatriz portrays
a mother's sacrifice for her children as something natural and self-evident. Her claim that a mother is ought to do
anything for her children's well-being and always seek their best interest, illustrates a gendered caretaking norm.
Interestingly, this gendered expectation does not always seem to count for men [fathers] in a comparable way. In
contrast to men, Julia argues that women are less likely to abandon their children because they feel ‘verdadero
amor’ [true love] for them.
For women, it is more difficult to run away from this responsibility [to care for their children], because
it is their body and once the baby is born, you can’t abandon it anymore, that would be horrible. But
still, there are many women, that in my opinion don’t have a heart, they just abandon their child,
they put it in a box and leave it in front of a hospital or in front of a house of wealthy people. The
babies they leave them, and they disappear the women. But this doesn’t happen a lot, only
sometimes, because the women usually feel true love for their children, not like many fathers.
– Julia (23), 31 October 2019
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With a boyfriend in Colombia for two years
In this regard, it seems clear that it is perceived a mother’s job to look after her children's well-being and make
sure that they are not short on anything, especially not on food. Therefore, it is not surprising that caretaking
responsibilities and the inability to foresee in children’s are crucial guiding factors in women’s decision to migrate.
Ivana, a single mother of seven children, describes that she was doing well in Venezuela before the crisis started.
Life was ‘normal’, and she was able to give her children what they needed: food, a roof over their heads and
medical attention. Although Ivana postponed her departure from Venezuela at first, she concluded that migration
was the better option when her children needed to beg the neighbours for food when she was no longer able to
provide for them (Interview Ivana, 16 October 2019). Silvía explains how she and her family spent last Christmas in
Venezuela searching the garbage for food because she had nothing to give her children. She mentions that
although it was a humiliating experience, they were lucky enough to find some food and even diapers that day.
However, like Ivana, this experience was for her one of the last drops that made her decide to migrate. María José
was unable to provide for her children as a widowed mother in the Venezuelan crisis and emphasises that she
could not take it anymore to see her children starve.
That day there was nothing to eat, nothing, nothing, nothing, not even an arepa for the kids. And
we were going through the trash to survive, to search for food to be able to eat. It was horrible to
collect food from the garbage. That is something, that was, how to explain, you must be desperate.
But we had to, for the children, for what we got for them. That day we made soup, pico rice, with
arepita. But hey, we had something to eat, thank God. In the garbage, we found diapers for the
babies and food, a lot of food.
– Silvía (20), 21 November 2019
Married and mother of three children, with husband and children in Colombia for two years
I decided to leave; I made the decision because one day I paused in the morning, and there was
nothing to eat. I realised I had nothing to feed them [children]. So, I started crying. […] The next day
I stood still, I cried, I spoke to my son,25 I talked to my mom, and I said 'Mommy, I want to go to
Colombia' - I never thought I would come here – ‘I want to go to Colombia to work.’ And my mom
started crying, and she said: ‘well, how are you going to do that?’ I told her ‘I'm going with Ariel
[oldest daughter]. […] I never thought I would ever get to know Colombia, but I made the decision
because I had nothing to feed my children. That's why I came here to help my children more.
– María José (39), 30 October 2019
Widow and mother of five children, with her children in Colombia for four years
Like María José, Ivana and Silvía, the inability to feed their children has been a decisive factor for many women to
migrate. When I ask Elsa about her decision to migrate, she directly refers to a vivid memory in which she shared
her worries about the well-being of her children with her mother. Although she could feed her youngest son
through breastfeeding, she could not provide for the other children. She explains how it made her feel desperate
to see her children go hungry and how she felt powerless when they asked her for something to eat. Moreover,
for other mothers, the inability to breastfeed children has been a crucial factor contributing to their decision to
leave. To cater a child through breastfeeding is not a matter of course for all women. Several mothers mention
that their body is not producing breastmilk and attribute it to their poor diets due to the crisis [Box 3 Breastfeeding
in Chapter 6]. Therefore, the unattainability of milk powder and diapers for infants in Venezuela is an essential
motivation for women with infants to find an alternative way to provide for them in Colombia.
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Her 16-year-old son who was already in Colombia.
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The decision that I had to leave my country Venezuela was because of the crisis. Sometimes I went
to bed without eating, I was breastfeeding him, and it made me desperate to see that my other
children did not have anything to eat. He [another son] said to me: 'Mommy I am hungry' and I told
him 'Oh my son, I don’t have’. […] So, one day I remember, it was March 14 th, I told my mom,
'Mommy, what am I going to do with the kids? I'm leaving because I can't take this anymore.' My
son never drank a bottle; my two-month-old son never drunk a bottle. He never had a disposable
diaper on. Why? Because of the situation in Venezuela, everything is so expensive… I had to leave.
– Elsa (29), 18 November 2019
Single mother of five children, with her two youngest children in Colombia for two years
I was desperate because she was drinking from the breast, and the despair was immense. I could
not feed her. Yes, she was drinking breastmilk, but she didn’t like it anymore. […] She [daughter] was
drinking milk powder because she did not drink my milk; she didn’t like it. It was complicated because
finding the milk powder for babies in Venezuela is so expensive.
– Silvía
I breastfed her the normal way. I nursed her the normal way, but it wasn’t enough for her, and she
wanted to drink the whole time. She drank from both sides, and there was only a little milk. [...]
Because she was never full, she was never satisfied, it wasn’t enough for her.
- Martina
The emphasis placed on dependents' needs is particularly interesting to analyse through the lens of Gender
Performativity. Like many women, Bruna’s exemplifies that she could not perform her caretaking and providing
role in the context of the crisis in Venezuela. She puts her inability to provide for her children in sharp contrast
with how she used to take care of them before the crisis. She emphasises that she used to work, have her things,
and give her children - more than anything - what they needed. Alejandra - mother of a two-year-old daughter
- explains that she quit her job in Venezuela because it no longer guaranteed an income sufficient to provide her
daughter. She states that she migrated to Colombia to give her daughter a better future and quality of life and
was stimulated by her siblings to do so: not in the first instance for herself, but in her daughter’s best interest. She
was called upon her caretaking responsibility by her siblings and explicitly referred to her responsibility as a mother
as an important driver for her to take the leap. In both examples, the gendered caretaking performances are
evaluated and presented as a key factor in their decision to migrate.
I was working and had my things. I gave them [children] what they needed, more than anything. […]
We didn’t have an income to buy food, so we were eating what we could find. Most often in the
evening, only once a day.
– Bruna (41), 16 October 2019
Single mother of two children, with her daughter and son in Colombia for 1,5 years
I quit [my job] to come here to Colombia to give my daughter a better quality of life. I came here
for my daughter; she is the main reason, I have to look after her. […] My siblings stayed in Venezuela;
they don’t want to come here […] they prefer to cope there. But I came here for the wellbeing of
my daughter and to give her a better future. Because they told me: ‘go there because she is small,
so small. It’s not like us, adults, we can endure.’ And sometimes I tell them that I want to return to
Venezuela and they tell me no, that they will let me know when the situation in Venezuela is
changing so that I can return and feed her.
– Alejandra
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Besides, women's personal needs were often overshadowed and downplayed in our conversations about their
incentives to migrate. In this regard, the act of migration in itself has become a gendered performance of women
in which the well-being of children is placed above women’s personal well-being. In doing so, women present
themselves as responsible, caring and sacrificing moms: ‘You must be desperate. But we had to, for the children’
(Silvía] ‘It made me desperate […] I'm leaving because I can't take this anymore’ (Elsa) ‘I paused as I had nothing
to feed them. So, I started crying’ (María José).
Besides the explicit focus on children’s needs, women also express a great sense of caretaking responsibility
towards their families in a broader sense. Esperanza feels responsible for supporting her family in the context of
the Venezuelan crisis. Yet, to make a valuable contribution to the maintenance of her family had become
increasingly challenging. She considers that her income in Venezuela was meagre compared to her siblings’ wages
and to what she could potentially gain in Colombia. Moreover, the high living costs in Venezuela made her feel
like a burden to her parents, and thus she decided to leave. Like Esperanza, several women expressed their sense
of responsibility towards their relatives in Venezuela and decided to migrate to maintain their family from a
distance. However, women also face discouragement to migrate, especially regarding the perceived risks of
migrating as a woman alone. For instance, Sara was discouraged by her mother to migrate, who responded by
saying ‘you are just a girl’. In her mother’s statement lies the assumption that being young and female does not
match with the decision to migrate, especially not alone. Apparently, Sara’s decision to migrate does not stem
with her gender nor age in her mother's opinion. However, since Sara opines that her father is not performing his
gender role appropriately by taking care of her mother, she steps in. She emphasises that instead of relying on
a man or someone else in her network to clear the road for her, she is determined to help her mother by migrating
to Colombia.
What I earned there, what I brought home, was not even ¼ of what it is here. There I contributed to
say nothing with my salary. There, the minimum wage would be worth like 3 dollars instead of the
minimum wage of 300 dollars here in Colombia. So, it is worth three times more. Also, I felt like it
was better to leave the house because it is one person less. Because my sister was working and she
was doing well, she works as a social communicator, and they were paying her well. But I was only
bringing home a little in comparison to that. It made me feel like a burden because I was only doing
a job where I was paid absolutely nothing. And I said I cannot continue like this, with my job. So, I
came here and from here send them money. It was better to leave and send money from here to
Venezuela because it is worth more. And they do not have to provide me from food, so I am no
longer a burden.
– Esperanza (22), 23 November 2019
With a boyfriend in Colombia for nine months
My mom does not want to come here […] she prefers to stay there. So, I decided to come here to
help her because she didn't want to come here. […] When I took the decision, I talked to my mom.
She did not want me to come here. She said, ‘you are just a girl, what are you going to do there?’
And I told her ‘Yes I am a girl, but I have to move forward because my father is not helping you.’
[…] I begged God to give me strength and will to have faith, that I would find work and find a way
to send my mother money. Because if I did not work, did not do anything, how was I supposed to
send my mother anything? I won’t be able to send her anything, right? I prefer to be here, not to
see that my mother is in need there, to know that she is running short. That she needs this and
doesn’t have, that she needs that, but doesn’t have. That is an ugly situation, that they don’t have
food, like they used to give us. […] Because if I don’t support my mother, then when I have nothing,
I have no food and she has, she won’t give me anything either, because you have to give to receive.
If one does not share, one does not receive.
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– Sara (19)
Single mother of a three-year-old daughter, with daughter in Colombia for 2,5 years
Some of us migrated, and others stayed because they do not want to leave their house. My mom
is there, and I am here. Here I am trying to send her something. And so, that’s how we are trying to
make life easier, a little bit more relaxed, but you know you have to have your family there and that
you also have to support them.
– Martina (25), 13 November 2019
Mother of 3 children, with husband and children in Colombia for one year
The emphasis placed on the willingness to take care of their mothers is noteworthy in women's stories. It can be
related to the fact that several women leave their children behind in Venezuela in their mothers' care. By migrating
to Colombia, women strive to support their mother, who takes over the caretaking responsibility for their children.
In addition, many women describe their mother as irreplaceable and are therefore determined to take care of
them. The underlying reasoning is that their mothers were the ones who used to perform the caretaking role in
their own lives. In this sense, the caretaking and the nurturing role their mothers embody is something women
like to honour and repay, especially now that the walls are closing in on them. Hence, women express that they
want to pursue the crucial caretaking role their mother played in their lives in their role as a mother, daughter, or
wife: ’Children were made to be loved. To be loved, to study, for one to put it to study, to be known, respected
and tolerated as my mother taught me. I have to teach my daughter the same’ (Sara, 19 November 2019). Through
the lens of Gender Performativity, gendered caretaking roles are continuously created and recreated through
repetitive gendered performances. From this reason of thought, it can be stated that these perceptions about
gendered caretaking roles subsequently inform how women in the context of their displacement navigate their
role as caretakers.
My mother is very important to me, of course. Because mothers are the ones who gave birth to us.
My mother gave birth to me, gave me everything, she knows me the best.
– Laura (18)
Mother of a two-year-old daughter, with her daughter in Colombia for two years
My mother is very important to me. My mother is my mother. No one lives if it wasn’t for your mother
who brought you into this world, whose womb you left. […] So, if you do not support your mother,
you are lost, because she is your blessing, she was the one who brought you into the world. Why
am I alive? Why are you alive? Because of your mom, right?
– Sara
I feel like the only one thing you could do to spare some of the rest of her life is to give her [mother]
some support, because I'm still trying to figure out a way to help her out to be steady. […] I want to
give her a good lifestyle, you know, I want her to be, let's not say relaxed, because my mom is always
active, she's always looking for something to do, but I want her to be calm.
– Elena (31), 21 October 2019
With a boyfriend in Colombia (Maicao) for two years
Moreover, women want to remain at their family’s disposal. Therefore they decide to migrate to and stay in the
border region. Hence, when it comes to women's migration destiny, the strong sense of responsibility towards
family members - children and parents in particular - is also of significant influence. Riohacha is, therefore, for
many women, not a choice by coincidence, since women often want to stay relatively close to their loved ones in
case something happens.
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I think I will refuse the possibility of a better opportunity elsewhere because I have been thinking
about it a lot. Here I am closer [to the border], and I can quickly go there [Venezuela] if my parents
get sick or something. […] If I get a very good opportunity, if it gives me a good financial position
and I can tell my parents to come with me, well then, I would have no problem [to migrate
elsewhere].
– Carolina (32), 23 October 2019
Married, with husband in Colombia for three years
Besides the sorrow regarding caretaking of for children, women express their concerns about decaying healthcare
services. Celia articulates the criticality of the situation in Venezuela as part of a vicious circle in which the need
for healthcare has increased because of bad nutrition and poor living conditions. Simultaneously, the economic
impact of the crisis continues to restrain people’s access to much-needed medical attention. Concerns regarding
malnutrition and the overall poor health of children have motivated mothers to leave Venezuela. Several women
emphasise how their children got very skinny and how their immune systems were breaking-down, causing them
to get sick. Luciana migrated because of the health emergency of her youngest son. Her case is a fascinating one
and will be further debated in the next section.
Medicines we did not have, horrible. For me, that was as worrying as not having food, the lack of
healthcare and education. […] The doctors abandoned their work. When I need medicines, I won’t
be able to find it. […] And it is terrible that people and children are getting skinny and sick. But what
are you going to do in the hospital if you don’t have money to buy medicines? Lord Jesus, my heart
became tiny, saddened in a way that I said to God ‘what am I going to do?’ It’s terrible, terrible to
see the need in Venezuela.
– Celia (47), 16 October 2019
Married and mother of four children, with husband, daughter and grandchild in Colombia for one year
Because of all this, the baby got very sick, skinny. [...] She is the reason why I left the country. I came
here for her, to eat, to move forward.
– Laura
We came because of the crisis because the girl [daughter of 4 years old] was also malnourished and
low in her weight. And my husband’s wage there was not sufficient to give her food every week.
What they paid him was not even enough to buy food for two days. And that’s why we came here,
for her health and his work. His job was coming to an end there, so there were more opportunities
for us here.
– Carmen (26), 16 October 2019
Mother of three children, with her husband and children in Colombia for one year
And then the baby got sick, and we couldn’t find any medicines in the hospital. It was horrible. He
must have been on the point of death, or at least almost. And they didn’t help us there, and so I
arrived at the point that I said ‘Well, I have to leave’, with pain in my soul. But I had to take the risk
to get here with him because otherwise, he would have died. Everything for my baby, because here
[Colombia] they have the medicines that he needed. It’s for the best.
– Luciana (37), 21 November 2019
Mother of 5 children, with family in Colombia for one year
Moreover, a specific gender-related incentive for migration concerns women’s reproductive health and
pregnancy. During my fieldwork, I noticed that a relatively large part of my research population involved pregnant
migrant women and mothers of young children. I could not help but wonder how it could be that – in the turbulent
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Venezuelan [migration] crisis- women were getting pregnant on such a large scale. Julia shares my confusion but
explains that it is precisely because of the crisis that there has been an increase in pregnancies. She attributes this
to a general lack of access to and poor quality of anticonception.
I think that right now it is happening more [women getting pregnant] because in Venezuela you
don’t have a way to take care. I am talking about condoms and pills; in Venezuela, we don’t have
this option. Yes, we have, but it is very expensive. And sometimes you won’t even find it. And the
pills, it is like they cost as much as three kilos of rice. So how can you prefer the pills over the rice,
the food? It is a difficult decision, as well. So, people are having sexual relations without protection.
And because of that, the rate of pregnancies has increased substantially. And this is related to the
crisis, because before there were more options to have access to anticonception. […] Before most
pregnancies were amongst adolescents, only adolescents, not the mature women. Yes, it happened;
it was because the pills failed or because they were drunk. But before the government provided the
anticonception for free and in the hospitals, you could get injections and tablets, and in the
pharmacies, it was very cheap.
– Julia
From this reason of thought, it is not surprising that pregnancy has been another crucial motivation for women
to migrate to Colombia. Ruddy was pregnant when her partner left her: ‘I was pregnant for four months when he
left to Barranquilla […] That's why I came to Colombia, for that reason, out of necessity’. Expecting a child is for
many women a reason to look for opportunities to give birth in a safe way elsewhere. Isabel heard that she would
never be able to walk again after she got into a car accident. She was three months pregnant of her first child and
explained that the father of her child abandoned her when he heard she would not be able to walk again. She
reasons that he left her because he did not want to sign up for the caretaking responsibility. Since she could not
count on his support, she needed to anticipate the fulfilment of her single motherhood role before her son was
even born. However, as a mother-to-be, she worried about not being able to foresee in her baby’s needs if she
stayed in Venezuela. She thought to herself that she would have better opportunities to take care of him in
Colombia. Moreover, she needed a C-section, which is currently unaffordable in Venezuela, as well as it involves
high risks as hospitals commonly lack medical resources. Hence, her mother urged her to migrate to Colombia to
give birth safely, and she arrived in Colombia two weeks before her due date.
The doctor told him that I was not going to walk anymore. He was working in construction, fixing
houses and he said to me that when he would arrive home tired, he would have to take care of me
and that I was a hindrance, that I did nothing. He told me: ‘I don’t like you this way, this wife in this
way. I don’t have the energy to clean the house and wash the clothes after work.’ He was scared of
having a life like that. So I told him to leave because he started humiliating me and I said: ‘if you feel
that way than I don’t want to be with you’.
Here [Colombia] there are more opportunities than in Venezuela because there you work the whole
day, and it wouldn’t be sufficient. Here, on the other side, I can buy his milk, diapers or other things
for him, there you won’t be able to find them. So, in Venezuela, my biggest worry was that I couldn’t
buy my baby's things. There I could not find the things he needs; they don’t have these things in
Venezuela. And besides, even if it was there, the money you earned by working a whole day just
wasn’t enough to buy it, it was not sufficient, it was worth nothing.
I came here, to give birth because I needed a C-section and there in Venezuela, there are no
resources to do the C-section. So, I came here three weeks before the C-section, because here they
do not charge anything. So, I needed to go here. […] My mother was the one who told me to leave,
and she was telling me because I was all alone in my house. He [father of her child] left me with
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nothing, no bread, nothing. […] She was the one that made the decision. She said you need to
change your life; you need to have the C-section and here [in Colombia] you can do it. And she lent
me the money for transportation.
– Isabel (31), 24 October 2019
Mother of three-months-old son, with son in Colombia for four months
When Martina found out she was pregnant and would need a C-Section, the decision to migrate was ‘easily’
made. Although she and her husband were not actively thinking about migrating yet, suddenly it was crystal clear
to them that migration was, in fact, their only option. Thus, within no time, they arranged their migration and left
the country with the help of her mother-in-law, who borrowed them the money for the journey. During my first
week in Riohacha, I met Belinda, who had just arrived as well. She was far in her pregnancy and could go into
labour at any moment. Weeks later, she was sitting with her newborn baby daughter in her arms and telling me
about the medical need for her to come to Colombia. She was looking for ‘another solution’ because she could
not rely on the hospitals in Venezuela. Noemí initially migrated to Colombia to seek ways to support her mother
and two daughters whom she had left behind in Venezuela. However, in Colombia, she got pregnant with a
Colombian man and returned home to Venezuela, above all because she was missing her family. However, when
her due date got closer, she returned to Colombia because she perceived the risk of going into labour in
Venezuela too high in the ongoing crisis.
It was a crucial decision; we said 'yes, let's go, we no longer wait.' I wasn't thinking about leaving
Venezuela before. So, when we realized we were pregnant, we said 'let's go'. When we found out I
was pregnant, I started working one week in a butcher shop and the next week we came. I made the
decision also because I would need a C-section and a C-section there [in Venezuela] is very
expensive, it is costly. We didn’t have the money to pay for the trip, so we borrowed it from my
mother-in-law. We made the decision, borrowed the money and left. I said, ‘let's go, let's go.’ I closed
my eyes and said, 'let's go'.
– Martina
I came here to give birth because there is no electricity in Venezuela, like I told you yesterday, there
is no power in Venezuela, the power goes out a lot, there are no medical supplies like the hospitals
are in a very critical situation. There are tremendous bacteria there, and they are even short on
disinfectant, chlorine, all that. Everyone asks them for everything. Imagine earning a salary, a salary
that is not enough: because you must remember that I had to support a three-year-old child and
pay the basic services too, the basic services for the apartment. I did not have; I didn’t have… I had
no way to buy medical supplies at the time I had to go into labour. Remember that you don’t know
how you will go in labor and that if you need something suddenly, like a C-section… I mean those
kinds of things, you see? So that's why I came. I truly came to look for another solution.
– Belinda (36), 22 November 2019
Single mother of two children, with children in Colombia for eight months
I was here [in Colombia], got pregnant and went back to Venezuela. But when I was seven months
pregnant, I returned to give birth here, because, in Venezuela, all the hospitals are closed, I could
die. And now I am here, I gave birth here, and the baby is now two months old.
– Noemí (23), 22 November 2019
Single mother of three children, with the youngest daughter in Colombia for 1,5 years
Silvía, on the contrary, decided to return to Venezuela to give birth to her child there. She explains that when she
was pregnant, the regular prenatal check-ups were not [yet] provided for free in Colombia. In contrast, the
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consults were still offered for free in her hometown in Venezuela. Thus, because she could not afford 30 mil pesos
for each consult in Colombia, she considered that the regular check-ups were of great importance for her unborn
child's health. Moreover, because her sugar levels were exceptionally high and she had caught a urinary infection
[due to poor hygienic circumstances in one of the accommodations where she had to share a bathroom with 25
people], she was even more in need of medical attention. Moreover, children born on Colombian territory were
not [yet] given Colombian nationality at that time. Since this would mean that Silvía’s daughter would be born
stateless, this was another reason for her to give birth in Venezuela [even though obtaining birth certificates in
Venezuela was a challenge as well].26
I have been travelling back and forth for three years because I needed to go there [Venezuela] to
give birth. […] I was travelling back and forth between Venezuela and Colombia; I had the baby in
Venezuela, and then I came back in March with the baby. […] Because here I did not have my
pregnancy check-up, because here I did not have my regular check-ups anymore, because one
charged. I had many things on my mind. I decided 'no, I will not be able to register my daughter,
they won’t give her nationality, and I won’t be able to bring her to Venezuela’. And I was filled with
fear when I left because my husband did not have a stable job either, and I had to go and came
back. […] Because I asked about the nationality and they [Colombian registration] said no because it
[the baby] had Venezuelan parents. […] And here it costs 30 thousand pesos each prenatal checkup. Every time and it will be one every 15 days or monthly. […] So, for me, it wasn't an option to
have the controls here in Colombia, but they are obviously vital for the health of the baby.
- Silvía
In this sub-chapter, I portrayed how women’s perceptions of their caretaking responsibilities have been influential
in their decision to migrate. In many cases, the incentive to leave Venezuela is directly related to the well-being
of and care for dependents. In the context of the evolving crisis in Venezuela, women were faced with their inability
to perform their caretaking roles and provide for their families, which was a crucial - if not principle - motivation
to migrate. Moreover, I noticed that women barely mentioned their own worries, concerns or struggles as a reason
to migrate. The emphasis women place on their caretaking role is striking and shows how women shape, navigate
and perform their caretaking role in their decision to migrate. In fact, I would argue that sacrificing oneself and
fighting for one’s dependents, concerns a significant gender performance in women’s navigation of the
Venezuelan migration crisis. To develop and augment this argument, I will continue to discuss women’s caretaking
performances in their migration strategies in the section below.

Migration strategies
In the previous section, I discussed the incentives for women to migrate, relating to their caretaking responsibilities.
It became clear that navigating through the highly uncertain and rapidly changing terrain of Venezuela’s unfolding
crisis became increasingly challenging for women, especially regarding their performances of gender roles as
carers and providers of their families. Although the process leading towards the decision to migrate varies, women
explain in similar ways how they feel like they had no other option but to seek opportunities elsewhere, first and
foremost for the well-being of their children. In this sub-chapter, I turn to the navigation of caretaking
responsibilities in the act of migration itself. It is interesting to discuss how women's visions on their migration
strategies in terms of which route to take and in what company and order to travel, are shaped by women’s ideas
of motherhood and caretaking roles.

When I was conducting my fieldwork there were free consults for pregnant women and children born on Colombian territory were given
the Colombian nationality. However, at the time Silvía was pregnant these two arrangements were not yet in place. See for instance this article:
Colombia gives Venezuela newborns a start in life (Barchfield, 2019)
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To Keep them Close or Leave them Behind
That children are a crucial incentive for many women to migrate became apparent in the previous sections.
However, the trade-off between leaving their children behind in Venezuela or bringing them to Colombia diverges
significantly. Some mothers come with their families complete, while others only bring some of their children and
leave the rest with their family in Venezuela. These women hope to generate an income in Colombia to maintain
their families through remittances. There are also women travelling back and forth between Colombia and
Venezuela to visit their children and bring food storages. Others initially planned to do so, but in reality, have not
seen their children for years due to a lack of resources to travel home. Hence, the decision to migrate with or
without children has been crucial in mothers' migration strategies. In the context of this section, I discuss the tradeoffs for women to keep their children close or maintain them from a distance in Colombia. When analysing the
Social Navigation strategies of women in this context, it is also apparent that the decision to travel with or without
children is subject to change due to women’s ever-changing circumstances. Several mothers who brought their
child(ren) to Colombia in the first instance, namely returned their child(ren) to Venezuela after all, or plan to do
so in the near future. On the contrary, more than half of the women who chose to leave at least one underaged
child behind in Venezuela at first decided to collect their child(ren) in a later stadium [Appendix B].
There are two options: going to Colombia alone and leaving the children behind with family there
or bringing them with you to Colombia. It is a difficult decision.
– Julia
Before migrating more permanently to Colombia, Bruna travelled a couple of times to Maicao - a Colombian
town at the border of Venezuela - where she tried to sell cakes to generate an income and foresee in her family's
needs. Whereas her oldest son Diego stayed in Venezuela, Bruna always brought his little sister, who was only
two years old at that time. She explains that she wanted to keep her daughter close because she entrusted her to
no one else.27 Similarly, leaving her child in the care of someone else - including her husband or mother - is
unthinkable for Luciana. She explicitly refers to her role as a mother when she explains that it is the mother's job
to take care of her children. In her view, it is namely in the best interest of children to keep them close.
I always came with her. I do not trust anyone. As a girl, I was sexually abused many times. Thank
God, thank God, there was no rape, but there was much abuse. So, in my familiar environment, I do
not trust anyone. So, I keep her close like a keychain. I mean, I have her with me all the time, I do
not leave her with anyone else. [...] I don't trust anyone; I keep her close to me.
– Bruna
She is my daughter, and I won’t leave her with anyone, she stays with me. Wherever I go, I go with
my children. Whatever I do, it will be with my children. [...] If I left her behind with my mother, I would
not be thinking in the best interest of my children. Where I go, I go with my children. When I go, I
go with my children. I am leaving them with no one, not with my husband, not with my mother.
Wherever I go, I will take her because it is best when a mother takes care of her children.
– Luciana
The determination of Bruna and Luciana to protect and take care of their children can be understood in the
context of ‘Gender Normativity’ as explained by Butler. Luciana makes a strong statement about gender norms
and expectations regarding how a mother should care for and protect her children. Like also highlighted in the
previous section, she emphasises the love mothers naturally feel towards their children. This construction and
perception of ‘ideal’ motherhood is for Luciana and Bruna a critical reason to keep their children close upon
migration. In their view, this gender performance represents what they perceive as virtuous motherhood.
27

She relates her lack of trust to a traumatic event in her own youth in which she was sexually abused as a child.
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However, in contrast to mothers who want to keep their children close, some mothers decide to leave [some of]
their children in Venezuela while seeking ways to maintain them in Colombia.
Interestingly, the outcome of women’s considerations to bring or not bring their children upon migration varies,
the reasoning behind their decisions is, in fact, more alike than it seems. Mothers who left their children in
Venezuela explain that they do so because they want to protect and take care of their children. However, instead
of keeping their children close, they argue that they want to protect them from living on the streets, and the
instability and insecurity of life as a migrant in Colombia. Women who brought their children argue that they
would be better able to feed them in Colombia: ‘por lo menos aquí comen’ [at least they eat here]. Women
leaving their children in Venezuela emphasise that they at least have a roof over their heads in Venezuela: ‘por lo
menos tienen un techo allá [at least they have a roof over their heads there].
I left them [children] because I know that there they have a place to sleep. They may not eat three
times a day, but at least they will eat one plate of food.
– Elsa
They [children] are still in Venezuela; I prefer that it is me who lives here. But the decision was hard,
of course, I have cried a lot. […] There they are, well not fine… but at least they are in their house,
and no one will maltreat them. Because here there are children that bully the Venezuelan children.
It happens a lot, verbal mistreatment because we are Venezuelans. And the children are more
vulnerable, it will make them cry, and I don’t want my children to go through that.
– Beatriz
Noemí, who left her two daughters [6 and 9] with her mother in Venezuela, is convinced that her daughters are
better off in Venezuela. She argues that she has little to offer them in Colombia and that they would probably
have to live with her on the streets. Thus, her mother, who is still working in Venezuela promised her to spend
everything she earns on the girls. Nevertheless, Noemí states that she does not want to put the burden of taking
care of her children on her mother's shoulders completely. She emphasises that although she left her two
daughters behind in Venezuela, she is not trying to get out of her caretaking responsibilities. She argues that she
migrated to Colombia to support her mother and work on a better future for her daughters. Hence, from a
distance, Noemí is still trying to perform her caretaking role towards them, which is, in her opinion, a better
alternative than to take care of them under conditions of displacement. Nevertheless, in practice, Noemí is often
unable to send money home and can barely maintain herself and her baby daughter in Colombia. Therefore, this
representation also seems like a future hope and justification for being separated from her children.
I came here to look for a job to help my mom and get ahead with my daughters. I have two more.
Two more daughters. […] With my mom, they are better off because my mom works and everything
she earns; she will spend it on my daughters. She is working there in a food stall. She told me that
everything she makes; everything is for my daughters. […] I came here to help my mom too. My
mom needs my help as well, not only me. Because they are my daughters, I don't leave my mom
hanging [...] But if I bring them [daughters] here, we will be out on the streets, and I prefer to leave
them there, leave them with a roof over their heads.
– Noemí
Beatriz - mother of 6 children - also weighed the pros and cons of bringing her children to Colombia. She
concluded that leaving all of her children with her mother in Venezuela and maintaining them from a distance
was the better option. Although not being able to see her children growing up, upsets her, there are many reasons
why she took this decision. Besides the security risks of travelling with children [which I will discuss later on], she
also considers the uncertainty and instability of her life in Colombia, especially with regards to her living
45

circumstances. She describes the difficulties in Colombia and how she would have to struggle to provide for her
children even more if she would have brought them to Colombia. In addition to the challenging living
circumstances in Colombia, Beatriz considers that coping alone in Colombia without the responsibility for children
eventually makes her better able to provide for them from a distance. She describes how her daily burden would
significantly increase when she would add the caretaking responsibility to her everyday survival strategies, while
her daily costs would increase as well. Although she is missing out on spending time with her children in Venezuela,
she argues that she would not have time for her children in Colombia either. Hence, this transnational care
construction at least allows her to be better able to perform her caretaking role as a mother.
Life isn’t easy here; I know that because I live here. Moving from house to house, from room to room,
it is not easy. And they [the children] won’t study here. And with what I earn here, it will not be
sufficient to feed them. And neither to pay for a house nor the services like water, light, gas, it won’t
be enough. With what I earn, I won’t be able to provide for them. Instead, I save bit by bit with the
little I make until I can bring them their food every three weeks. So, every 21 days, I want to bring
them food in Venezuela. […] I would love to have my children here with me, but it is not possible,
because you have to pay for everything here, including their studies. And I wouldn’t have time for
them here. Like right now, I am here, and they are there, I have to work every day. Not working is
not an option. Without work you don’t have a roof over your head, you don’t eat, your children don’t
eat, it’s more complicated…
– Beatriz
Several mothers also split up their families, meaning that they bring some of their children to Colombia and leave
the others in Venezuela. In most cases, they bring their youngest children, because they argue that they are
generally more dependent on their mother and easier and cheaper to care for. For instance, Elsa - mother of five
children – only brought her youngest son [2 months old when she arrived] to Colombia and left the others in
Venezuela. Despite the strong will to return home to her children, Elsa continues to endure her situation, because
she believes that it is for the best and that in this way, she is better able to take care of her other children.
I brought him because he is the smallest one. Like one is easy for me, with four more it is difficult.
[…] It is not easy to leave one's family, one's children. Here I am alone with my son and with God. […]
It’s hard for me because it is not easy to come here with my son and having my other children there
[in Venezuela]. But they are better off in my house there than when I would bring them here. And
yes, I ask God for peace for my children, for my children who are asking for bread, thank God, I am
here, and always bring them their meals, they always have something to eat. Sometimes they have
gone through hard times when the food that I have send runs out. They say 'mommy we have
nothing to eat at night.' Those days make me feel sick because my mom has had nothing to give
them and they spend a night without eating. But already, the next day it is solved. But yes, there
[Venezuela] everyday things get worse.
– Elsa
Hence, leaving children behind or migrating with them is experienced as a great dilemma. However, it is
simultaneously a well-considered one based on their interpretation and performance of their caretaking role as a
mother. Moreover, it is notable that mothers have been adjusting their strategy in this regard as time goes by,
and circumstances change. This is particularly interesting to analyse through the lens of Social Navigation. It shows
how women continuously consider and reconsider their choices based on the options they see available to them
and the barriers they face in their everchanging circumstances. For instance, several women explain that they first
wanted to explore the situation and create some stability before bringing over their children. Others lack
documentation or resources to migrate together with their children and decide to travel ahead to raise money
first. When women feel they reached a certain level of stability in Colombia, they start to think about bringing their
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children over. For some women, this was already part of their initial migration plan; for others, it meant that they
revised their coping strategy by collecting their child[ren] after all. Moreover, not being able to cope with being
separated from their children is another important factor that frequently changed women’s minds.
When María José migrated to Colombia, she felt somewhat hesitant to bring all of her children along. Not only
was she unable to pay the large travel sum and lacked the legal documents to bring them, but she also perceived
the risk of travelling via the trochas too high and wanted to see for herself first what life would be like in Colombia.
In principle, María José decided not to bring her children, but she agreed to bring her daughter Ariel who had
begged her to come along and felt scared to travel all alone. Once in Colombia, she started raising money to
bring the other children over as well. At first, Laura has been travelling back and forth between Venezuela and
Colombia. Each time she stayed for 15 days in Colombia and returned home to see her baby daughter, whom
she had entrusted to her mother in Venezuela. After approximately a year, she explains that she no longer wanted
to be apart from her daughter and decided to bring her to Colombia. Although she had no place to stay and was
still living on the streets at that time, she felt a strong urge to have her daughter close. It has been a year since
she took this decision and visited Venezuela for the last time.
[I came with my daughter] because I was scared. I was scared to come alone. And she wanted to
come along. She said, ‘Mommy I want to go with you, and I said ‘come on.’ Together it was better.
[But] I didn't bring them [the other children], because they didn't have anything here and they were
still studying there, so I did not bring them at first. And also, because I came via what they call the
trocha [trail], I did not travel the formal way, and many things are happening, there are many risks.
Because they had not issued the birth certificates yet, they didn't have them; they didn't have the
documents like that. So, when I had collected the money here, I went to registration, got the papers,
and could bring them here. That's why I didn't bring them with me all at once, because I mean first
I wanted to see what it was like here. First, see how things were here. From that moment, I worked
hard for 20 days, day and night, to make enough money for the passages to look for my family back
home in Venezuela.
– María José
I was sometimes travelling to Venezuela. I stayed here for 15 days, and I returned home because I
had a baby there. But now I have brought her here, to have her close. I brought her, and it has been
a year since I visited Venezuela for the last time.
– Laura
Likewise, mothers who travelled with their children at first, also changed their opinion over the course of events.
Due to new developments or at second realisation, these mothers concluded that sending their children back to
Venezuela would be a better strategy. Most often, they decrease the caretaking burden while increasing their
survival opportunities to be better able to take care of their dependents. This was the case for Sara, for whom it
was initially not an option to leave her daughter with her mother in Venezuela: “because my mom needed to go
out to work” she explains, “so who was she going to leave my daughter with? She could not take care of her.” Yet,
her mother is increasingly relying on Sara’s support, which makes generating an income in Colombia more
important for Sara. However, to make a living and simultaneously take care of her daughter, is challenging for
Sara. For that reason, she and her mother started to revaluate the option of leaving Sara’s daughter in the care
of her mother in Venezuela. Sara would have more opportunities to work and at the same time, save on her daily
expenses in Colombia. This would also mean that she will have more possibilities to send remittances. Currently,
Sara saves money for her trip to Venezuela to bring her daughter home and return to Colombia independently.
Now she [her mother] told me that I could leave my daughter there when I would come in December.
If I go in December, I leave her behind, and I come back alone to work, to look for work because it
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is easier. It seems easier to me, because I am alone and I look for a way to survive alone: I eat alone,
I don't buy food, I don't buy anything. Then it is cheaper to take the girl over there. And my mother
agrees. [...] It's hard to leave my daughter behind, but one has to do it. And so, I will send money to
my mother every day to take care of her. I have to send her money and I will. What else can be
done?
– Sara
Salomé, a mother of 10, brought her two youngest daughters [14 and 16] to Colombia because they are still minors
and she is responsible for them, she explains. However, lately, her daughters express that they want to return to
Venezuela for their studies. Studying in Colombia is more complicated for them, and more importantly, they do
not want to downgrade a level, which is often expected of Venezuelan migrants because of the missed education
as a result of the crisis (I.C. Salomé and daughter, 7 and 8 November 2019, Agnes, 12 November). Therefore,
Salomé is currently saving money and figuring out a way to return her daughters to Venezuela, where they could
stay in her mother's care, who is still in Venezuela. Salomé is not planning to stay there herself but instead wants
to return to Colombia to continue working for her own and their survival. As Sara also explained, not having to
provide for her children in Colombia will give her more opportunities in terms of survival strategies due to
diminishing responsibilities. This will allow her to contribute to her family's survival in Venezuela in a more
meaningful way.
I have thought about it, and I will take them [daughters] there and return alone. Alone, because I
think that alone, there are more opportunities than when I have them here with me, because with
them here, I have many responsibilities. So, I will bring them to Venezuela and leave them there
with their father and then I will come back to return to work here. […] When I am alone here, I will
have fewer expenses. I don’t care if I have to sleep on the street, because I am alone. If I have food,
it’s for me, and if there’s no food, there’s no food, it’s the same. But with them [daughters] it’s not
like that, with them I have to have it [food], it’s more complicated. And as well, they can’t sleep with
me on the streets, because I am worried about them. When I come back [to Colombia], I don’t know
if I will go live in the same room, I will probably look for something cheaper. […] It’s a tough decision,
yes, it is difficult, but I have to make this decision for their welfare, for both of them. Both for them
and me. My mother is still in Venezuela, and I also have to help her. So, my mother will stay with
them [daughters], and I go back [to Colombia] to work to support them and send the food and
foresee in their needs.
– Salomé (48), 8 November 2019
Single mother of ten children, with two youngest daughters [minors] in Colombia for three years
Another important reason to change one’s mind about bringing their children to Colombia is children's mental
well-being. An example hereof is the story about Julia’s mother who decided to take her youngest daughter [4 at
that time] when she migrated to Colombia. Julia explains how the little girl was bullied severely at school for being
a Venezuelan migrant. The bullying got so bad that the girl's well-being was at stake: she stopped eating, started
vomiting, was crying a lot, and refused to go to school. Julia’s mother eventually decided to send her daughter
back to Venezuela to live with her family while she stayed in Colombia. Yet, Julia’s mother was struggling a lot
from being apart from her youngest child. She could not understand how other women managed to be separated
from their [young] children, as she could not bear it:
My sister was being bullied a lot at school, only because she was a Venezuelan girl. And the other
girls told her, ‘you are Venezuelan, how ugly’ or ‘when are you going to beg me for money?’ Like
humiliating her. And my little sister was only four years old, four years! And she came home and told
my mom ‘I don’t want to go to school tomorrow mom; I don’t want to go.’ And so, my mother got
desperate and said ‘Okay I am going to bring you back to Venezuela so that you can be with your
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father, aunt and grandma, with your family in Venezuela. So, my aunt came to Colombia and took
my sister home.
And my mother was working here [in Colombia] for three more weeks, working, but without my
sister, who was still very young. My mother said: ‘I can’t understand that mothers are living abroad.
How is it possible that there are mothers who live abroad while their children are still in Venezuela?’
She said: ‘I can’t bear this’ […] and she decided to go home as well. My mother said that she doesn’t
understand how other mothers do it: mothers with small children who leave. She couldn’t understand
this because she couldn’t do it. She felt like something was missing from her and my sister was still
so young. It was a different case than with me, of course, because I am older and I can take care of
myself, I can work. Like I understand why she is not on my side. But my younger sister couldn’t
understand this, and my mother suffered a lot because of that.
– Informal conversation with Julia 31 October 2019 (recorded)
This example clearly shows the Social Navigation of Venezuelan women regarding shaping their caretaking roles
under displacement conditions. They are seeking opportunities and coping with their everyday circumstances,
while in the meantime, they are navigating their caretaking roles. Likewise, Martina’s oldest son Christopher [9]
was not doing well in Colombia. He refused to eat, go to school, and he started to rebel a lot. He wanted to return
to Venezuela, to his grandmother, with whom he is very close. It got to the point that he weighed less than his
three-year-old sister. Although Martina and her husband found it essential to keep their family together when
migrating to Colombia, they finally decided to let him return to Venezuela.
[Christopher] had to go. He was very rude, very. I had to send him over there. He did not want to
eat; we had to force him to eat. He was like rebelling a lot. And he is very close to my mom. So, here
he didn't want to listen, he didn't want to eat, he didn't want anything, he wanted to live with his
grandmother again. […] He was very rebellious. He was very rebellious. He was like; he did not want
to eat. He was on the ground because he did not want to eat. He missed my mom very much [cries].
He is too small to understand. So, he was getting sick; it made him sick because he missed my mom
very much. He didn't want to learn to read; he didn't want to learn anything. So, my husband talked
to me and said: ‘let him go’. […] First, I disagreed, because the need in Venezuela is real. There is so
much need over there. And my mom helps me with whatever she can. But he [Christopher] already
knows that he has to come back again, he knows, he understands that life is not easy there, that we
were starving there.
– Martina
Whatever decision is being made concerning keeping children close or leaving them behind, in all conversations
I had with mothers, they clarify that their children's well-being is what comes first. This can also be perceived as a
gender performance to live up to their motherhood's gendered expectations and caretaking roles. In the
presented cases above, mothers emphasise the difficulty they have with sending their children home and the
powerlessness they feel in this regard. ‘It’s a tough decision, yes, it is difficult, but I have to make this decision for
their welfare, for both of them.’ ‘It's hard to leave my daughter behind, but one has to do it.’ ‘What else can be
done?’ ‘I can’t bear this’. Since ‘abandoning’ children seems to go against gender norms of being a ‘good’ mother,
women legitimise their decision by stressing that they have no other option and are not forsaking their caretaking
responsibilities. They highlight how it is in the child’s best interest and that they would be better able to support
their children from a distance.
Moreover, women who leave their children behind in Venezuela often underscore the sacrifice they are making
for their children abroad, for instance, by sleeping out on the streets or skipping meals. These examples show
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how women strive to fulfil their role as caretakers in the best way possible in the context of the Venezuelan crisis.
They perform their caretaking roles and adjust, correct and finetune along the way. Put differently, women
navigate their caretaking role as a vital factor in their migration strategies.
Gendered travel order
As described in the previous section, a crucial decision for women is whether to bring their children along upon
migration to Colombia or not. In this section, however, I will discuss the gendered and caretaking aspects of the
migration strategies regarding the travel company and order in which men and women travel. In the case of a
female-headed household, it is often women who travel ahead of their children and take the risk first. They strive
to maintain their children from a distance and clear the field to bring them over in a later stadium. However, in
the context of a relationship, tables are turned as it is often men who take the leap first.
My husband found a job here and came first, and I came afterwards with the children. […] Now we
are here together as a family, but at that time no, because he [husband] went ahead, he went first,
and we came afterwards.
– Cristina (26), 16 October 2019
Married and mother of two children, with husband and children in Colombia for two months
He came first because it was too much money for the whole family to go and also because he
wanted to have a stable job, and enough money to have the entire family here, to have all of them
together. When he arrived, he first sold coffee on the streets and then he found a job with a small
company fixing fridges and stuff for the kitchen and the house. It was stable, and he was receiving
a reasonable payment. And that was the reason why I came after two or three months. When he no
longer had to sell coffee and found this job.
– Silvía
Two years ago, my brother arrived here first. They called him here for a job, and he came. He got a
job in a store and was working hard for like three months. Through him, my husband knew about it
[the option of migrating]. […] So he [brother] came, and my husband called him to get him a job
here [in Colombia] because he did not want to be there [in Venezuela] any longer. After all, that
year was gruesome; the salary was not enough for anything. And my brother got him a job at the
bakery where he is still working.
– Paula (26), 16 October 2019
Married and mother of three children, with husband and children in Colombia for two years
Frequently, the decision to split-up as a couple concerns a gendered coping strategy, in the sense that men travel
ahead while women stay [with the children] behind in Venezuela. If possible, they follow after their partner in a
later stadium, like was the case for Cristina, Silvía, and Paula. When their partners had - so to speak - ‘cleared the
field’ for them, they facilitated their families to come over. Hence, similar to migrating separately from their
children as discussed above, the tactic of splitting-up as a family also involves a risk- and cost-reducing strategy
with regards to the high [travel] expenses, hazards, and insecurities involved in migrating. In this case, men travel
ahead to ‘explore the field’ and create some stability in terms of accommodation and income generation (P.O.
and I.C. PDLI 10 October 2019 a.o.).
Women are often the ones who stay behind with the children. This can be related to their caretaking role, which
is implicitly and explicitly linked to woman- and motherhood. The gender norm that a mother is the one who
stays with her children and takes care of them makes it seem logical that the husband is the one who travels
ahead. Yet, caretaking roles are not the only reason why men may travel first. Silvía still had a more or less stable
job in a Venezuelan factory, when her family started thinking about migrating. Her husband, who was selling tinto
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[typical Colombian coffee] on the streets on an informal basis, explored their opportunities in Colombia. It was
strategic for their family to stay and maintain the rest of the family in Venezuela as good as she possibly could.
However, she argues that if it were possible for her to leave her children in Venezuela, she would have come
along with her husband.
I was still working in Venezuela, and he didn't have a job. I was going to come, but it was difficult
because we had our children and I had to stay with the children in Venezuela because I had a job
to survive in the first days. […] It's not that I stayed behind in Venezuela because I am a woman. If it
was only one child, I imagine I would have left him with my mother, and I would have come [to
Colombia] to work like him from the start. [But] it was because we had two children and it was too
much for my mother to take care off. […] And it is like he is the man of the family and had to come
here and find a job first, to take the risk in doing this. It is common that the mother takes care of the
children and not the father. It not like the women go find a job in another country and the men
come later.
– Silvía
On the one hand, Silvía refers to her ‘provider’ role as a reason for her to stay behind. To reinforce this image of
Silvía as an empowered and independent woman, her mother Luciana adds: ‘I consider that women have to learn
to value themselves. She knows how to work like men, I think.’ (Luciana, 21 November 2019). Simultaneously, Silvía
also refers to her ‘caretaking’ role as a mother to defend the choice to travel in this particular order. She states
that her husband - as the man of the family - had to ‘take the risk’ and go first. Thus, on the one hand, it was a
tactical decision to exploit the job opportunity of Silvía in Venezuela, that guaranteed relatively more chances for
survival in Venezuela for the time being. Yet, her role as a mother also played a part, since she reasons it is more
common for a mother to stay with her children than the father.
The reason for Esperanza and her boyfriend [a couple without children] to travel separately was unrelated to
children. Yet, the order in which they travelled had a strong gender connotation. Esperanza’s boyfriend explains
that he, as a man, decided to migrate first. Although he wanted her to come eventually, he wanted to travel ahead
and create some stability to protect her from the risks and challenges involved in migrating. It took him two years
to get to the point that he was ready to receive her.
I decided to take the risk first. I preferred to endure the despair first, to bear the need for her. Like
it is better for me to carry all the weight, all the risk. I preferred to take it myself, as a man, rather
than to expose her, because I know that there are bad men everywhere and I feel I know how to
defend myself like she also knows, but it is less risky. So, I said I would take the risk, I will go, and I
will bring her when I am stable. Because I prefer to spend a thousand times the need, I prefer to go
hungry, go thirsty, so that she doesn’t have to go through all that. Knowing that there was already
so much despair in Venezuela, that was my decision, for her to come later. All the weight on me
first. […] I said, I focus on this, and I said I prefer to put myself at risk because I face fewer risks as a
man. I am ugly and short; no one will do anything to me [laughs]. But she as a woman, any man
can approach her by offering her anything or drugs.
- Boyfriend Esperanza, 23 November 2019
Esperanza’s boyfriend puts himself forward as the noble protector by referring to Esperanza’s assumed
vulnerability. He argues that although Esperanza knows how to defend herself, she is more at risk as a woman,
because of her physical appearance and weakness. In doing so, he also places Esperanza in the victimhood role,
which automatically strengthens his role as the protector. From this perspective, it is notable that women are
rendered the subject of protection and caretaking. This is interesting in the light of women performing the
protecting role towards their dependents as discussed previously. Despite her boyfriend's well-meant and noble
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sacrifice, Esperanza found it challenging to wait for two years until her boyfriend finally invited her to come over.
She missed her boyfriend and wanted to come, but in her boyfriend's opinion, it was not yet the time’. It was only
when he found stability and peace for himself when he wrote to her to come over to accompany him. However,
this time Esperanza’s father had trouble with her migrating to Colombia. He was worried about her – as a young
woman – travelling alone and afraid that she would be maltreated in Colombia. Yet, her parents were comforted
by the thought that her boyfriend would receive Esperanza upon arrival in Colombia and that he would take care
and look after her.
I started working at Picnic [restaurant] and everything got better, and I got used to being here. Then
I was looking at the roof, and I felt a peace that no one was bothering me, and at that moment,
everything changed. So, I wrote to her, ‘come, to support me, I feel lonely, I want to have someone
with whom I can do things.’ And she was with her parents, and they disagreed, and I know that this
was a decision that she had to make because I don’t want to interfere in her relationship with her
parents. And she decided to come.
- Boyfriend Esperanza
He [boyfriend] told me to come, and he is my partner, my boyfriend and I missed him. That was
what gave me strength. […] So, he was the main reason to come […] it was hard to be apart for these
two years, so I needed him, and I wanted to be with him. He told me, ‘come here, come here, come
here’ and so I came. [But] It was very difficult for me to come, because of my father, to leave my
family behind and the fact that he disagreed. That made me feel bad because he didn’t want me to
go, and I went anyway. But they knew that I would be with him [boyfriend] and that I would be fine
because he takes good care of me. They know him, they know who he is, and they knew that I was
going to be fine.
– Esperanza
Esperanza was placed in a position of dependency by her partner and parents to be ‘allowed’ to migrate. However,
simultaneously portrays herself as a strong independent woman. She argues that she herself was never scared of
travelling alone and that she decided to migrate first and foremost for her own future. Her perspectives in
Venezuela were not too hopeful. Esperanza was suffering from kidney disease for which she could no longer get
the right treatment, and she was no longer able to study because she was kicked out of her program due to her
participation in protests. Additionally, she wanted to contribute to the maintenance of her family, as discussed
earlier on. Hence, although an important reason for her to come to Colombia was her boyfriend, more than
anything, she made the decision for herself. Thus, in contrast to her parents and boyfriend portraying her as a
vulnerable and a dependent woman in need of protection, Esperanza represents herself in the following statement
as a fearless and independent woman taking control over her own life and future.
I don’t know how to explain, but above all, I decided [to migrate] for my future. Because there, what
I was earning was for the house, the things, there was nothing left for me to do something, to grow,
it didn’t bring me anything. I was working, but it wasn’t enough. So, I wanted to have a better future.
Like all the Venezuelan people that migrated, we want to have a better future. That was the decision.
Because I want to be someone, do something. Even though it was difficult for my father, I made the
decision for my future: not for my parents, nor him [boyfriend], but for me.
– Esperanza
Like Esperanza, Celia’s daughter was determined to leave Venezuela. However, Celia preferred her daughter to
wait for her husband to take the risk first. She discouraged her daughter to travel alone as a woman in a similar
way as Esperanza and Sara were deterred from migrating [as discussed previously]. Later, when Celia’s son told
her about his plans to migrate, she responded in a more understanding manner. In contrast to her reaction
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towards her daughter, she mentions that she could not go against him. Although the situation in Venezuela got
worse - which potentially made Celia more admissible towards her son's decision - the bias in response towards
her daughter and son also seems to be gender-related.
My oldest daughter, who was working in a school, was being paid her salary, but she couldn't even
buy the food for her baby, and she said these words to me: ‘mommy, I'm leaving, I'm leaving.’ I told
her to wait for Marco - my partner and her stepfather - to leave, and I said: ‘Wait for him to go
ahead and find work first and find a place to live.’ But she said: ‘No mommy, I'm going, whoever
can take me, whoever can take me, I'm leaving, I'm leaving next week.’ I told her ‘you are not going
to leave on Monday,’ but she did and left against my words. She said, ‘I'm leaving, I'm leaving’, and
she came and found a job in a family home.
Afterwards, my son told me: ‘Mommy, I am leaving for the boy [his child], because of the situation,
because what we are experiencing in Venezuela is terrible.’ I really could not say no, because there
was not enough for breakfast lunch or dinner.
– Celia
In fact, amongst my research participants, Luciana is the only woman who migrated ahead of her partner because
of her son's health emergency. In the first section of this chapter, I introduced her case and mentioned that she
considered there was no time to waste when her newborn son got sick. Hence, she abruptly decided to leave the
country. However, due to a lack of time and resources for the passages, her husband couldn't join. In this occasion,
Luciana performs the role of a protector and caretaker of her family and mentions that she needed to sacrifice
herself for her child's sake. Interestingly, in comparison to women who stay behind with the children, Luciana – as
a mother – brought her children along. As mentioned before, Luciana was namely quite expressive about never
leaving her children’s side. However, as will be discussed in the next section, Luciana had to take a high risk to
travel without the father’s permission for her daughter.
I arrived here first with the baby, because I had no alternative, so I came. And he [husband] came
later when I was already here for a couple of months. Out of desperation and because of the
emergency, I came alone because we didn’t have enough money for all of us. I took my baby out
of the country; it seemed to me I had to. […] I said [to my husband] I take my child and I go. He said,
but the boy will die. It was a risk I had to take, and that’s how I got here.
– Luciana
In contrast to ‘splitting up’ as a tactical migration strategy, other families decide to travel together. For Agnes and
her husband Juan, it was crucial to stick together as a family. Juan argues that he wants to keep his family complete
and take care of them: ‘ because they are my children’. Travelling in companionship is often perceived as a riskreducing strategy, to protect one another against risks such as disappearance, rape, mistreatment or abduction
of children. It is frequently assumed that men are generally better able to protect women and children during the
migration journey because they are physically stronger. Also, when travelling together as a family, there is no
need to have the other parent’s permission when travelling with children. For these reasons, Natalia has always
travelled together with her husband. They have been travelling back and forth for four years now to sustain their
family in Venezuela. In contrast to her daughter and husband, Natalia has a PEP which allows her to cross the
formal border crossing point [raya] legally, which is generally perceived as the ‘safer’ option. However, even
though it would be cheaper and more efficient for Natalia to travel alone between Venezuela and Colombia to
bring the family remittances and food, Natalia’s husband does not allow her to do so for security reasons.
It was never an option [to leave the children behind in Venezuela], I brought all of them although it
wasn’t easy. At least I have all of them together here.
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– Juan, husband Agnes, 7 November 2019
I have travelled like 20, 30 times back and forth. Go, come back, Go, come back. Thank God nothing
has happened so far, but you hear many stories lately. I always travel with my husband; I have never
travelled alone. He is very jealous, very jealous. If I say that I will bring the food by myself, he doesn’t
want that, and he says no, no, no, no. Always together.
– Natalia (34), 25 October 2019
Married and mother of three children, with husband and youngest daughter in Colombia for four
years
A lack of documentation or permission to travel with a child, for instance, influences women’s options in terms of
their migration route. Likewise, a partner makes a difference in terms of risks, barriers, and opportunities for
women. Perhaps needless to say, women who travel on their own are frequently perceived to be more prone to
forms of SGBV than when they travel with their partner. In the next section, I will elaborate on this field of tension
and discuss how women perceive their options to cross the formal or informal passages with reference to their
caretaking role.
Migration Route
I passed the border the normal way, the Raya, the legal pass. I had my documents, but I don't have
a passport or anything like that. But they didn't bother me, they asked for my children's birth
certificate, and that's it.
– Elizabeth
I brought the girl with me via the trocha as well, the other way and we also had to walk for like 3
hours because I did not have the permission of her father. […] When a woman travels with her child,
it can be more dangerous, because you need their documents, like permission of the father. When
it’s not both of the parents who travel with the child, you need the father's permission. So, there is
more risk for you if you don’t have the permission or father's signature.
– Cristina
The trocha is very dangerous, and it’s very risky. And when I want to enter the country walking via
the legal way, the Raya, they will ask me for the father’s permission for them [children]. And that I
don’t have. So, they won’t let me pass. You need the father’s permission to be able to bring them,
and I don’t have money for that. And he [father] also doesn’t want me to take them. He says that life
here in Colombia isn’t easy. And I know that: that it isn’t easy, because I live here.
– Beatriz
For mothers travelling alone with their children, the lack of a birth certificate or father’s permission is a severe
obstacle to enter Colombia via the legal way. When one of the parents travels with a minor, it is obligated to have
permission from the other parent to cross the border. However, many women are travelling alone with their
children, because they are single mothers or travel separately from their partner. These women are often unable
to obtain such permission. First of all, many women are no longer in contact with the children's father, or the
fathers are unwilling to give consent. Besides, public services are closed in Venezuela because of the crisis, making
it impossible to arrange such permission. The same rule applies to men travelling alone with their children. Yet
this policy affects women disproportionally, as it is more common for women to travel alone with their children.
There are more moms than dads who are bringing children. But almost no one goes out looking for
permission, because you need money to bring the children. […] It is difficult to get the piece of paper
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because no one works there; there are no officials. So, you can’t get the forms, or you need a lot of
money to get the piece of paper. It is very expensive.
– Bruna
A man does not find it so difficult to travel, because you’re alone and you’re a man. And it is less
common for a man to travel alone with children. As always, men travel alone. Women always travel
with the children. More than anyone, they are the ones that travel with the children. Instead, for a
man who travels alone, things are easier. But for a woman to travel independently, it is not easier,
because the journey is heavier. It’s very hot. It is very tight. And you have to pay more for the number
of children. Instead, if one travels alone, you pay less. If you travel alone, there is less risk, because
you can defend yourself. But with children, how can you defend yourself? I couldn't. That is what
makes you more vulnerable.
– Agnes (27), 12 November 2019
Married and mother of 4 children, with husband and children in Colombia for four months
The father’s permission is a serious barrier for women to take the legal route. Some women decide to leave their
children in Venezuela for this reason, and other women choose to travel via the trochas to Colombia. Reasons
are the lack of proper documentation for themselves or their children, the smuggling of food stocks for their
family in Venezuela, or because it is considered the fastest migration route. However, the trocha is a risky
alternative for crossing the border legally. Most women are aware of the fact that trochas are generally more
dangerous. The trochas concern no man's land, which means there is no rule of law, nor protection. Both
Colombians and Venezuelans state that guerrillas and guajiras occupy the trochas and that risks associated with
the trochas are rape, robberies, killings and disappearances, as well as forced recruitment, human trafficking and
kidnapping of children. For women who travel alone or with their children, risks are generally perceived to be
higher.
The father has to give me permission to take her [daughter] out of the country. And I do not have
that permission. Because they do not issue the papers, I can’t bring her. Like in the Raya, right, they
don't let her pass. Or they ask me for money, 50 mil pesos, or do not allow the child to pass. You
have to go back, or they charge you 20, 30 or whatever, depending on what you negotiate with
them. They ask 50, or they charge you many dollars, I don’t even know how much. Sometimes that
happens. If they see children, they take your money. So, for that, I travelled via the trochas when I
came with her.
– Bruna
Many people come via the trochas when they bring merchandise or a child. I always went via the
trochas because of her [daughter], because they will take my money for not having the father’s
permission.
– Bruna
Sure [it is more dangerous for women than men to travel via the trochas]. More than anything when
they travel with their children. It is more dangerous for women who travel with children. Because,
that is, the mafia are pure Guajiras.
– Luciana
As I already mentioned in the previous section, Luciana needed to leave Venezuela hastily because of her son's
health emergency. She explains that travelling alone with her children was a risk she needed to take in the context
of this emergency: ‘Everything for the baby’. She considered travelling via the trochas too risky and needed to
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pass the border legally, to be able to receive healthcare for her son upon arrival in Colombia. However, one of
her two other children who accompanied her carried the last name of her father. This meant that she needed the
formal permission of the father to cross the border legally. Yet, because of the difficulties to obtain such approval
in the context of the Venezuelan crisis, she smuggled two of her children on the back of a motor-taxi across the
Raya while she crossed the border the formal way with her sick child. She describes how at the border crossing
point, Colombian men are offering their ‘service’ meaning that they would take the child at the back of their
motorcycle, pretend it is theirs and rapidly cross the border to leave the child on the other side to be picked up.
I took the legal route, and I passed the normal way, I didn’t travel via the trochas, I passed via the
Raya with the baby, because he doesn’t have the father’s surname. But, the problem was that I did
not have permission for the girl, and that’s why she couldn’t pass the formal way. […] I was scared
because she did not have the dad's permission, and I had to let the children pass on a motorcycle.
The man pretended like they were his children so that the authorities didn't notice them. Because
without the permission of both parents, you cannot pass with your children, because you have to
show the permission. So, to pass with the children via the legal route in the borderline, a way to do
it was to give the children to a motorbike man. That guy is going to drive like fast and pretend like
they are his children.
– Luciana
Although Luciana perceived it as a risky coping strategy and felt exploited because of her situation, she felt like
having no other choice than to entrust her children to someone else. She explains that she was afraid to lose them
out of sight for good and emphasises that she, as a woman, was feeling terrible about the decision. The lack of
control over the situation makes that Luciana put her trust in God, the motor-taxi driver and her older son Marco
(12) who went along with his sister to protect her. Luciana tries to come to terms with her inability to protect her
children through this form of ‘external dubriagem’.
It was the worst for me. […] As a woman, I thought the worst-case scenario. […] And I was asking
God to protect my children: ‘save my children, save my children’. Because I had to go a little ahead,
because she [daughter] didn't have the dad's permission, she didn't have the permission, because
of that. So, I took my daughter on a motorcycle with him [brother], and I could only hope that he
[the driver] would cross the border. And he travelled across the border. So, she came by motorcycle
taxi with a guy who took the two of my children on the back of his motor. […] I was afraid that I would
never see my children again, but it was the only option for me to come here with my children. And
I thought of everything that could happen, that they were going to mistreat or kill them, that they
would be attacked. […] It was terrible, horrible, to bring my children, and I kept crying, crying, crying,
crying. […] We take the highest risk for that ... Because it's a risk that you won't see your child again
on the other side of the border. […] I was crying when I arrived and paid him, it crossed my mind
that he could have stolen or killed them. He said nothing would happen, but I was dying inside, you
understand?
They [drivers] have a responsibility to wait for the parents and take care of them [children] until the
parent arrives. That’s also why you pay afterwards. […] They charge 30 mil pesos. They take
advantage of us, that's it, it is corruption. It is a form of corruption because one has to pay, right?
Because you come in need because one has to leave their house to go and work here. I had to
come; I did it for my son's health. He [brother] had no permission problem, but he had to protect
her. [….] I told her: 'don't lose your brother.' And to Marco, I said: 'please, don't get away from your
sister, please stick together, always.'
– Luciana
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Luciana is not the only mother who took the risk of smuggling her children across the border. Silvía witnessed a
situation in which a mother also transported her child via a motor-taxi. Yet, in this scenario, the child was
kidnapped: She lost the baby. He didn't meet her on the other side. And she was crying and screaming ‘my son,
my son’ (Silvía, 21 November 2019). Esperanza, who entered Colombia at a formal border crossing point Raya
Paraguachón, had all the required documents and had minor issues herself. However, on her trip, she witnessed
a young girl hiding a baby under a blanket because she did not have a father’s permission. The girl got caught,
and Esperanza saw how they were left behind on the side of the road. She explains how the people in the car got
upset and started protesting because the child could also be stolen, and the guards have to do their job.
Esperanza’s boyfriend adds that the trocha is in fact, the best chance you have when you travel with a child without
the proper documents:
On my trip, we had an experience, because ahead a car was pulled over. It was because of a woman
who carried a baby without a document. She had covered the baby under a blanket, hid it. But when
the guards were checking the cars, they used a flashlight. She did not expect it because it illuminated
her and the face of the baby. And the baby moved, because of the light. She was half asleep, but
because of the light, the baby moved. And they removed the rag and asked: 'where are the baby’s
documents?' Then they took the lady, the girl - because she was still a girl - out of the car. She got
sad and started to cry because they were going to take the baby away from her. They were going
to take it away. So, she was afraid of that. Then, at that moment, she was taken out of the car and
left behind on a bench. She was sitting there with her bags on her side, and she was crying.
If you want to pass, pass through the trochas, and you will have no problem because you cannot
travel the legal way without having the baby's documents. So, you have to take the trocha. But she
probably didn’t know that, because she was still very young. Or maybe she thought the trochas
would be too risky. I can imagine she didn’t want to take the trochas because she was very young.
She didn’t know.
- Boyfriend Esperanza, 23 November 2019
Besides risks of bribery, robbery, rape, mistreatment, and killings, one of the greatest fears for mothers travelling
with their children is that their child will be taken away from them. For this reason, several women state that
women travelling with children are frequently charged more when they travel with children. The lack of documents
or risks involved, often make women more prone to bribery both by officials in the Raya and occupiers in the
trochas. Moreover, drivers usually charge these women more because of their situation. Alida explains that she
needs to advise the driver and pay more to bargain for her with the guards (I.C. Alida 8 October 2019). Hence,
for women travelling with children, the stakes are particularly high, compounded by impunity and an overall lack
of protection in the trochas.
They [drivers] charge more [when you travel with a child], because of the risk they take, that they
may be kidnapped, raped or abused. So, they use these 50 thousand pesos to pay the person in the
trocha to let you and the child pass.
– Cristina
They [women] want to go unnoticed without papers, and they [drivers] are very aware of that. So,
there are women who do not wish to pass through the trochas, because of the stories about things.
Then they prefer the risk of going unnoticed without papers [via the raya]. You see? Then there are
gentlemen [drivers] who see that their passengers do not have documents, right? And they do not
want to travel via the trochas either, so they charge more. Then the military that will be pending,
they already know him [driver], because they make many trips. So, the drivers already know the
militaries, and they will communicate with them, they pay them. But they have to pay more, much
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more, because you pay the driver and he has to pay the military. Then they [drivers] have to give
him [the guard] more to let you pass. […] So, he does it like that, but he charges more for the ticket.
It is difficult for many people to pay for that ticket, but they do it because they don't have papers.
– Esperanza
I came here via the trochas. It’s dangerous because if you arrive without documents, they have power
over you, it is not easy. They can take your children. I heard it’s hideous. […] Getting here is not easy,
and you have to have all the children's documentation, or they are taken away from you. If I don't
have their birth certificates, they will be taken, or you have to go back to your country with the child.
So, it’s more dangerous for women with children.
– Agnes
When you do not have [money], I do not know what will happen. […] If you cannot pay, the risk is
that you cannot pass. Or that they kill you, just because they want to. Because these types are
guerrillas, they kill because they want to. Or they rob you, and they take your children.
– Silvía and Luciana, 21 November 2019
When you don’t pay, well, they rob you, there are rapes, there have been cases where they take the
children away from the mothers, to make them pay. That’s because there are people who don’t have
money or refuse to pay. That’s why they are taking away the children from them. They are bad
people. They have raped, have taken away the child, they take them, the children, take them, to let
you pay more.
– Bruna
In the trail, people say they kill, and they kidnap, it scares me that they will take her [daughter], I am
more afraid for her. I'm not going there [to Venezuela], because they can take her, cause there are
people stealing children. I don’t know why. There are bad people, many people. They sell them or
prostitute them when they are grown up, the girls. But I could not pass through the Raya, because I
don’t have the papers, I don’t have the documents, and neither for her. I need to pay to obtain the
documents, and it's expensive.
– Noemí
In my case, I have four children with Adrián [husband]. I am not travelling with them alone, because
it is more dangerous. On the trip, something may happen, and you want to protect them all, but you
will not be able to. Because for me, I have many children. Instead, travelling with him [husband]
makes things easier, because he protects us.
– Agnes
In Agnes's statement, she highlights her vulnerability and needs for the protection of her husband when travelling
between Colombia and Venezuela. This statement fits the women-and-children paradigm and reinforces women's
gender stereotype as the weaker sex in need of protection. While the risks are real, women may also use this
vulnerability status as a tactical coping strategy.
I did not want to pass the guards; they tried to take my baby. They wanted to take the baby away
from me. Yes. I was afraid that something would happen, that they would rape me, take the baby
away from me. But with God... Because I had faith in God, I got here well, but it was difficult for us
to get through. […] I suffered because they wanted to take the baby away from me, the police, but I
told him that I came to Colombia so that my daughter would not go hungry so that she would have
everything that she needs.
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– Laura
They asked me where I was going, and I told them to Colombia. They asked ‘why?’. I told them: ‘I
come here because of the situation in my country. I come because I want to give my daughter a
better future.’ That was what I told them.
– Alejandra
When Laura travelled with her daughter via the trochas, the guards threatened to take her daughter away
from her. She explains how she negotiated with the guards by explicitly referring to her daughter’s wellbeing. Likewise, Alejandra justified her migration by stressing that she wanted to give her daughter a better
future. Hence, as a risk-engaging strategy, these women accentuated their caretaking role as mothers by
presenting their children [and themselves] as vulnerable and innocent victims, to appeal to the guards'
compassion to enter.

Concluding notes
In this chapter, I discussed how gendered caretaking responsibilities play a crucial role in women's decision-making
processes with regards to the act of migration. It is evident that dependents' needs are key incentives for women
to migrate in the first place. Women explain how it became more difficult by the day to perform their caretaking
roles in Venezuela towards their dependents. Furthermore, a lack of access to [reproductive] healthcare placed
themselves and their children’s well-being at risk. Hence, the overwhelming crisis in Venezuela made it increasingly
impossible for women to fulfil their caretaking and providing role as a mother. This also includes being unable to
live up to gender norms that are perceived to make a ‘good caretaker’, such as being loving, nurturing, caring
and looking after the physical and emotional well-being of dependents. Not being able to perform these [self]imposed and constructed gender norms, contributed to women’s search for alternative ways to perform
caretaking roles.
In this sense, migrating to Colombia was perceived as an opportunity for women to foresee their dependents'
needs, either via transnational caretaking constructions and remittances or by taking care of their children under
displacement conditions in Colombia. Thus, the decision to migrate and the emphasis on dependents can be
perceived as an alternative way to perform gendered caretaking tasks and live up to the gender norms and
expectations as a woman. Alternatively, I highlighted the gender connotation in the travel order between men
and women. In this case, it is more often men who take-up the role as provider, caretaker, and protector of the
family, frequently rendering women and children to dependent subjects to be taken care of. However, I also
showed that women do not necessarily perceive themselves as a vulnerable and passive victim. Instead, they may
represent themselves as empowered, and fierceness fighters, and use the label of victimhood to their benefit in
their coping strategy.
Overall, the navigation of opportunities, risks, and challenges in terms of travel company and order is frequently
closely related to norms and perceptions about gender and caretaking. In other words, Venezuelan women
navigate and seek to perform their caretaking role as good as possible in their circumstances. Whether it concerns
decisions about the route or travel company, women ‘defend’ or ‘legitimise’ their decision based on their gender
performances as a caretaker. However, in practice, most options include risks and challenges, and it often seems
impossible to make the ‘right’ choices conform to gendered norms and expectations. A ‘good’ mother would, for
instance, never abandon her children; however, exposing children to insecurities and not being able to feed them
also deviates from the norm. In this regard, women constantly [re]evaluate and navigate their caretaking roles
along the way. They are looking for opportunities and striving for the most optimal coping strategies combined
with their caretaking duties while balancing these options with the risks and challenges included. Another example
of a devil’s dilemma is taking the dangerous informal routes to offer children more chances in Colombia; or
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smuggle a child across the formal border crossing point. Overall, there is great diversity in the migration strategies
and gendered caretaking performances. Not only are there variances between women, but women also change
their minds about their own decisions. In other words, they are actively acting and navigating their circumstances,
in correspondence with their gendered caretaking roles.
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6. Navigating Caretaking under conditions of displacement
In the previous chapter, women's migration journey related to their role as caretakers was elaborated upon. It
became clear that women’s caretaking roles significantly influenced their decision to migrate and their migration
strategies. In this chapter, I continue to discuss the centrality of caretaking in Venezuelan migrant women's
navigation strategies in Colombia. Upon arrival, women [and their dependents] often find themselves in uncertain
and precarious circumstances and need to find ways to navigate their new environment. Under these conditions
of displacement in Colombia, women shape their caretaking roles and performances in many different ways, as I
will set out below.

Combining Caretaking and Providing Roles
Upon arrival in Colombia, caretaking remains at the centre of women’s social navigation strategies. Women seek
for ways to secure their own survival and more importantly, take care of their dependents. Daily, they are occupied
with the most basic needs, such as seeking access to food, generating an income to secure a roof over their
heads, or saving money [f]or food for their families in Venezuela. However, as I already highlighted in Chapter 4
‘Setting the Scene’ Venezuelan migrants in Riohacha struggle to find formal work, because of a lack of
documentation, employment opportunities and discrimination.
I have found it very difficult to get a job here because there are no job opportunities. There is no
work, no sources of employment. You work on your own. Selling tinto, or sell frito, selling... A job
where you need to go out to sell as a street vendor. Another thing is that I don't have the PEP and
RAM, which they ask for them to employ you/to be able to give you a job. Neither do I have a
residence permit, a PEP, nor the RAM, or permission.
- Alejandra
They do not give Venezuelans work; they humiliate us a lot, Colombians, some of them. Because
there are Venezuelans who came and they have helped them, but they have caused trouble. So,
when a good person comes and wants to do good things, they mistrust us.
- Elizabeth
Never have I been able to find a job here, never have I found a job because right now it is very
complicated, there is nothing out there. They maltreat us because we are Venezuelans, every time.
After all, when I apply for employment, I ask respectfully, intellectually if they have work for me… if
they had anything for me, like cleaning, preparing food, that I offer anything. And they told me ‘ay
these malditos Venezuelans; you are the fifth Venezuelans.’ They humiliate one for asking for
employment here.
- Luciana
The minority of women found a job in a restaurant or hotel. However, most women resorted to informal coping
strategies such as collecting garbage for recycling, selling hair, begging and street vending, to domestic or sex
work. Furthermore, women rely on formal [NGOs, institutions, government bodies a.o.] and informal forms of
support. Moreover, having a partner in Colombia or not also matters in terms of coping strategies, especially
regarding the option of combining income-generating opportunities with caretaking roles.
Of course, with your husband, you are both able to work, he can help you, and you have more
income.
- Silvía
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Well for him [husband] yes there are opportunities to work, but for us... no. I would like to work, like
domestic work or something like that. But right now, I am not looking for a job right now, because
my husband works and I have to look after the children, so that is difficult to combine.
- Cristina
Single women with children have it more difficult because they are single and have no one to help
them. Married women with children alike, because they want to work, and they have to stay home
with the children. It’s the same.
– Agnes
Hence, the options for women with a partner are significantly different from those who are alone. In the former
case, more income can be generated when both partners work. One of the partners can focus on income
generation thanks to the shared caretaking responsibilities for the children. Under conditions of displacement in
Colombia, I noticed a strong gender division amongst couples in which men were typically responsible for income
generation, while women were looking after the children.
Agnes migrated together with her partner Javier and their four children to Colombia. Javier feels responsible for
sustaining his family and goes out every day to see if there is work for him (I.C. Javier 7 November 2019). Agnes,
on the other hand, feels mainly responsible for the caretaking of her children. She emphasises that it is essential
for her as a mother to spend time with the children.
I want time with the children because the mother is the one who takes care of the children. They
[fathers] are the ones who go out to work.
- Agnes
To invest time in your children and take care of them is considered a crucial gender performance related to
motherhood in the opinion of Agnes. For her, this is the principal reason to stay home instead of working
alongside her partner. Although she states that she would like to help her partner and find a balance when it
comes to income generation, she finds it difficult to compromise time with her children. Moreover, she argues
that in the end, there is little added value for her to work. The costs of a nanny and transportation usually do not
outweigh the benefits.
I also want to help him to have a balance, that he helps me, and I help him to be able to survive
better. [But] To leave my child alone so that I can work and get them something to eat, according
to me, that is a hard decision. Sometimes it is not possible [to work], because one does not take
care of your children for free. You must pay someone to take care of them, and they charge you on
an hourly basis… And they [the children] are still so small. […] It [potential income] is very little, while
you enjoy less time with your child. You also have to spend time with the children.
- Agnes
The inability to work because of caretaking responsibilities is, in fact, an often-heard argument of women.
Moreover, this gender division is particularly apparent amongst migrant families in El Patrón and Los Deseos [two
informal Wayúu settlement in the suburbs of Riohacha]. Generally speaking, families can survive on a single wage,
because they only pay for services like water, gas and electricity. The income is typically earned by the husband,
while women look after the children.
I am a housewife; I do nothing. Like I am watching the children. I don't work; I never had to sacrifice
that much, because I have the advantage of having a husband who is a baker. He supports me to
be a mother by going out on the streets to work. […] As I told you, it’s not that I want to work, I do
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not need to, I am fine ever since I've been here. I have a small room, but I'm fine. I don't have
significant needs, and my children are not starving either. Thank God I'm doing fine.
- Paula
The women here don’t have a daily job. They are often here. The mother takes care of the children
so that they [the husbands] can go to work sometimes. […] But for us [women] there is not so much
to do.
– Ángela (26), 17 October 2019
Mother of 2 children, with husband and children in Colombia for five years
The women are mostly here, while the men are working. They come back around 6 PM, and then
we eat around 7. […]. My life here is a bit boring because we don’t have a television, like what do we
have here? I usually wake up at 4 AM because my husband needs to go to work. Then I prepare him
breakfast and some food to take along. And then I go back to bed and wake up again at 7 to look
after the children. They don’t go to school, the little boy, he is not signed up for school yet, and the
girl is also here.
- Cristina
In the statements above, women specifically call upon their motherhood and caretaking responsibilities to justify
their inability to work. At the same time, they rely on their partner for the income generation of their family. In
doing so, they also downplay the need for them to work and make it inferior to the caretaking duties towards
their children. Although women express their boredom and the temporality of not working [because the children
are too young or not signed up for school yet, e.g.], they legitimise their decision to stay home and look after the
children based on gendered expectations related to motherhood.
In this sense, having a partner makes a substantial difference, as it allows women to focus on the care for their
children and fulfil their motherhood role ‘appropriately’. In particular, Paula's quotation indicates that partners
facilitate women in their gender performances as a mother, like spending time with and nurturing their children.
With regards to the gender division amongst couples, women are usually responsible for the upbringing of
children. However, single mothers have to take up both caretaking and providing roles. In other words, they do
not have the ‘luxury’ to stay at home, as they cannot rely on a partner to provide an income and have to find
ways to combine their coping strategies with their caretaking role.
I am looking for a job, but they won’t give me work, and even if they had work, how am I going to
work with my child? I have no one to watch him. I am a single mother, and for me, that makes things
more complicated, because I have no one here and I don’t trust the people either. I am afraid they
will steal him from me or that they may hurt him or something. For us, single mothers it is more
complicated. Having a partner is easier because he can go to work.
- Elsa
It is difficult [to be a single mom]. I have to go out every day to work, and I am always on my own.
It is hard to be a single mother and work; I have no one to watch her. I have to do everything myself,
all by myself.
- Bruna
[…] They are together, as a couple. But for me, as I am alone with my daughter, it has been difficult
for me. Yes, ma’am, it is hard, very hard.
- Alejandra
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For female-headed households, the navigation of income-generation in combination with caretaking related tasks
is a significant challenge. As principal caretakers, many women feel stuck in coping strategies such as begging, or
street vending, which are considered relatively easier to combine with their caretaking responsibilities. However,
there are risks involved in bringing children out on the streets to look for income-generating activities. Women
are especially concerned that their child[ren] will be taken away from them by Bienestar, a Colombian institute
that keeps an eye on children's wellbeing. The expression ‘Les quitan a mi hijo’ [‘They take my child away from
me’] referring to Bienestar, is an often heard one. Elsa, who spends her days begging with her youngest son,
states:
So here, Bienestar can take them [children] from me, and that is what scares me the most, that they
are going to take them away from me. […] Here there is Bienestar, the Children's Police, who take
away children because it is forbidden to beg with the children, but what else can we do if we cannot
beg? We won’t eat, won’t be able to pay the rent. I mean, what else can we do?
- Elsa
Sometimes Bienestar Familiar is rubbed here because we walk with her [daughter] because where
else are we going to leave her? I have nowhere to leave her. So, when they see us walking with her,
they may think that we put her to work, but we don’t do that, we are the ones selling, but she walks
with us. Sometimes that scares me.
– Natalia
The worries about the risk of Bienestar taking children away makes women somewhat hesitant to bring their
children out on the streets to make a living. Yet, they also express their powerlessness and lack of options with
regards to childcare, because where else or with whom could they leave their children? Martina states that she
wants to work and is willing to do ‘any kind of job’. She argues that she always used to work in Venezuela and is
seeking work opportunities in Colombia as well. Together with her husband, she tried selling food: she was the
one preparing the food at home, and her husband went out to sell the food out on the streets. When she was
still pregnant, she used to join him because she was still able to do so. However, right now, with her baby, it is
more complicated to go out amongst others because of Bienestar. Nevertheless, she wants to contribute to the
family’s income and plans to start selling things from door to door again when her son is a bit older. She is aware
that Bienestar can intervene and therefore decides to stick to her own area a bit further away from the city, where
Bienestar will not be on the outlook.
I feel bad about being here and not working. […] Thank God, I never stopped working, never. And I
do whatever if they tell me ‘Do you want to clean?’ I don’t mind; I take it because I know that it is a
job that will provide me with an income to give things to him [son]. And right now he is so small.
Here we have been preparing bread, fried food, empanadas, juice, arepas. I was pregnant of him,
and practically my husband went out to sell, or her husband [father in law]. And I was the one who
made it [food], me. I am fast in making empanadas and the arepas, like that, like I am very fast, I fry
them. We woke up in the early morning, and they went to every corner, to the Romboy [PDLI],
walking from here to there, walking on the beach, selling sweets as well. At that moment, we were
going together, because I was pregnant and I did not have any problems, I was doing the walking.
[But] right now, because I have the little one, because of the baby, I don't go out [leave for work].
[…] Right now, I am not doing anything; it is my husband who is working. […] And with the baby,
well, with the baby right now I can't go out.
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[When I start my own business] I have the option to buy and sell from house to house, and I can
bring him in a baby sling, and I can go out and do my things. But here as well, that's a risk, because
when Bienestar or Welfare Familiar that you go out to work with your children, like when I go out to
sell candies or something like that with my daughter, son and him (baby), Bienestar can take away
my children. […]However, I could do it, I could go out, but only because there is no supervision of
Bienestar her. I could do it as well because I will not go far. It’s not like I am going to another
neighbourhood, I am not going further than my limit, only here, I know the people here and I can
tell them, look I am going to start selling things.
– Martina
Like Martina, a significant number of women express that they want to start their own business. They explain that
they would like to sell their own products by walking around the city with their own ‘carrito’. Besides freedom,
independence, and lower risks of exploitation, having one’s own business allows them to bring along their children
and combine their role as providers and caretakers. Nevertheless, most women lack the resources to make the
investment required to start a business and put it on the long finger, precisely because of their caretaking
responsibilities. Like Isabel explains below, her son's more urgent needs withhold her from saving money to start
her own business. Other women struggle with the same dilemma, as they deem cases such as rent, food and
remittances more urgent at the expense of saving money to improve one’s coping strategy. Hence, oftentimes
long-term perspectives are overshadowed by short-term and daily needs.
There is nothing left to save for that, to buy a carrito and get to work. I need the money for diapers,
for milk, so how do I save to buy a carrito? I can’t save because I have to think of him. After all, what
you save is not much. […] Right now, I am not working on the future, because all the money I earn
is to survive and it is not enough to save for a business and feed the baby. At the moment I cannot
save money for the future. So, I am waiting for something or someone [support] to have enough
money for both things. I think something is going to happen and I will be able to have both things.
I will not have to beg forever. One day, I will have my own business and earn my own money.
- Isabel
Although Bienestar is frequently perceived as a threat, it is also known to offer the women support in their
caretaking burden. The organisation namely offers caretaking facilities such as daycare and school for Venezuelan
children. Several women see this as an opportunity, as it allows them to generate an income in the meantime.
Moreover, Agnes considers education as crucial for the development of her children. She expresses her gratitude
that they have an opportunity to visit a Wayúu school. For her, it represents moving forward as well. It gives her
hope that her children are getting ahead despite the precarious circumstances: ‘Here they learn.’ Likewise, raising
her children educatively and with respect is of great importance to María José. She states that her ability to let
them study is both her biggest worry and hope: ‘My main concerns are to continue let my children study, to
educate them more every day.’ (María José, 30 October 2019).
More than anything I came because of the education for my children. […] Here, my girl started at a
Wayúu school. Thank God that they are learning more than ever. Here they learn. […] My child has
only been studying here for a month, and you know, if they continue like this, they will pass to third
grade, while in Venezuela they hardly entered first grade yet. That is what I love here: that there is
an improvement in the children’s education.
– Agnes
The fact that my sister went to school was perfect. Because my mother had the same work schedule
that matched with her school hours. So, the school was taking care of my sister, and my mother
could work at the same time.
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– Julia
Right now, in Colombia, there are many options. […] When your child is in school, you have time to
work. Right now, my daughter is in school until 3 PM, because of that, I can go out [to work].
- Martina
However, despite the opportunities, as highlighted in Julia and Martina's quotes, it is not self-evident that women
make use of these caretaking facilities. Some mothers consider their children simply too young and dependent
on them to leave their side. Overall, there exists a great preference to keep children close: ‘Prefiero tener mis hijos
cerca’ [‘I prefer to keep my children close’]. This can also be related to a general lack of trust of women as a
principle reason to be hesitant to leave their children’s side. Many stories go around - as portrayed in the
statements below – that, so to speak, represents a culture of fear. This culture of fear frequently makes women
particularly wary of handing over their caretaking responsibility to others. In my view, this fear is mostly grounded
in the high level of uncertainty women encounter under conditions of displacement. The irregular status of many
women; the unclarity about future perspectives in terms of migration policies; as well as a lack of information and
awareness about rights and aid provided, seem to contribute to the particular careful approach of migrant
women.28 Hence, to keep children close may also be seen as an attempt to remain in control over their children's
caretaking, especially because it is such a crucial part of their gender identity and legitimacy as a mother.
Some people mistreat children, mistreat them, hit them. So, I keep her with me. I won't leave her to
anyone. The mother is the one who always cares for the children; she has patience; she will not
mistreat them.
- Bruna
I want to have him close so that I can keep an eye on him. Look after him so that nothing bad
happens to him. I am afraid to go to work and not being able to see him. Because the only person
I trust is my sister, but she is not always around, because she needs to work as well. […] [I am afraid]
that they may steal him, take him from me, or that they want to hurt him, touch him, rape him.
That’s what scares me. In Maicao there was a refugee shelter, I think it closed now because I heard
a girl was raped there. Because of this, I got scared, so I don’t want to bring him to daycare. Because
sometimes you don’t know how they treat them there.
– Isabel
Well, there are options, many options, because there is also maternal support and a creche for small
children, but I don't want to leave my son who is still so little behind there. I prefer a million times
to have him in my ‘kangaroo’ [baby sling] when I go out to do my things.
– Martina
Besides the hesitation to make use of formal caretaking facilities out of fear, there are also barriers like long waiting
lists and a lack of awareness and unclarity about the access for migrant children without documentation. For
instance, Nicole states that ‘The children can't go to school, they don't have papers’ (I.C. Nicole, 29 October 2019).
Ivana’s children told me they were travelling to Venezuela to collect their school records so that they would be
allowed to enrol in a Colombian school. However, upon return, they reported that they could not obtain the
necessary papers due to the country's situation (Fieldnotes, 11 November 2019). Furthermore, a lack of resources
also seems to impede children's access, as was the case for Alejandra. She tells me that she wanted to bring her

Women for instance express their fears for organisations and institutes such as Migración, Bienestar, as well as the Police and National
Government. Fears are for instance related to corruption, the risk of deportation, or losing custody over their children e.g. (Fieldwork, 2019)
28
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daughter to daycare that morning, but was being told that she needed to have diapers for her daughter, which
is something Alejandra currently cannot afford.
There is a daycare for her, but today they didn’t allow her because I didn't bring diapers. I don't have
money in my pocket to buy her diapers. Every day it’s about 700 pesos and every day I need to bring
two diapers to the daycare. I don't have the resources to buy diapers every day, that makes it very
difficult for me as well. You see? They didn’t accept her today at the daycare, because she wasn’t
wearing a diaper. They returned her to me.
–Alejandra
Moreover, some women argue that there is little use in sending the children to school because they are travelling
back and forth between Venezuela and Colombia or are unsure of their future migration plans (Natalia, 25
October 2019). Others think that school is not in the best interest for the child, because of discrimination and
bullying, as highlighted in the previous chapter. All in all, Venezuelan female migrants experience numerous
barriers in sending their children to daycare or school [formal caretaking facilities]. Alternatively, women often rely
on informal networks of mutual support to share the caretaking burden. Like many [single] mothers, Sara struggles
with the balance between her caretaking and providing role. She argues that she does not want to bring her
daughter to a kindergarten, and neither wants to bring her along when she goes out on the streets. Instead, she
arranged that her Venezuelan neighbour's daughter looks after her child when she goes out to find money or
food. This arrangement is built on mutual support, in which Sara shares food or some of her income if she is able
to do so (I.C. Sara, 19 November 2019). Like Sara, more mothers rely on their network when it comes to childcare
and their children's upbringing. In fact, among Venezuelan migrants in Colombia, it is quite common to take care
of each other’s children. These constructions turn out to be strategic, not only for caretaking reasons but also in
accessing aid or accommodation when women lack documentation or resources, as I will explain below.
During my fieldwork, I spent much time in Parque de la India, a place that has become a hub for Venezuelan
migrants to meet, work and sleep. The first day I visited the park, I met a Venezuelan couple who carried a little
child, it was not their child, but Michelle’s. As time passed, I learned that this couple played an important role in
Michelle's caretaking responsibilities. Michelle herself is a young single mother who lives on the streets without
any documentation. As a result, she is amongst others unable to visit the ‘comedores’ [dining halls] to feed her
daughter.29 Therefore, the couple brings Michelle’s daughter along whenever they visit the comedores. They
pretend as if the girl is their child, so she receives at least two meals a day. In addition, the couple brings Michelle’s
daughter to their rented apartment for the night. Michelle needs to find her own food and sleep outside because
the owner does not allow another adult in the apartment. Nevertheless, this construction releases Michelle of her
caretaking burden to a great extent (P.O. and I.C. fieldnotes 29 October until 25 November 2019). 30 This strategy
is applied more often, like Laura and Noemí, two friends whom both have a young daughter to take care of.
Whereas Laura is living on the streets, her daughter sleeps at Noemí pretended s’s place. In exchange, Laura is
regularly looking after Noemí’s baby during the day (P.O. 29 October until 25 November 2019 and I.C. 22
November 2019).
In similar ways, Venezuelan women also receive support from Colombians. The help is most often mainly focused
on the children. For instance, a Colombian man offered a young single mother to let her son sleep at his place,
instead of sleeping outside with her. He argues that she needs to work and arrange her own sleeping place. The
mother emphasises that the Colombian man is a good man trying to help her and her son (Fieldnotes PDLI, 1
November 2019). Likewise, Nicole receives support from a Colombian woman, who allows them to use her
bathroom [although against payment] and takes Nicole’s children to the comedores, when Nicole herself has no
29
30

A food program for Venezuelan migrants initiated by Acción contra el Hambre (ACF) and the World Food Program (WFP
Also during the day, the couple was often taking care of her child, while Michelle went her own way.
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time or energy to go. Belinda met a Colombian lady, who gave her a baby carriage, and regularly invites her older
son for some chocolate milk and a meal in her home (Fieldnotes, 21 November 2019). With reference to the
general mistrust towards formal caretaking facilities discussed above, accepting this kind of informal support is
remarkable.
Also, in terms of formal humanitarian aid provided to Venezuelan migrants, several organisations explicitly focus
on women and children, as they are often seen as a group of heightened concern. Examples are refugee shelters
specifically for women who have no other place to go; Médicos sin Fronteras [MSF] focusing on family planning
and pregnant women in particular; and Red Cross providing toys for children. Many women express their gratitude
for the aid available to them and their children.
There is more help for women than men. In what way? There is an Action Against Hunger company
that gives you a card, UNHCR, Red Cross... All of them provide aid, more than anything to women
who have children. Those who don't have to go and find work elsewhere. So, women with children
are a priority, like that, for them to go forward.
- Sara
The card [tarjeta] that Sara is talking about concerns a form of cash aid for essential groceries. Your place on the
waiting list depends on your situation in terms of family composition and necessity. If needed, women may be
prioritised. For example, Luciana explains that there is ‘more help when you are pregnant, disabled, or have a
child’ and the more children you have, the more money you receive. When it comes to healthcare, there is much
focus on the reproductive health of women and children and pregnant women are generally prioritized:
‘Pregnancies are always given priority. […] Yes, there is help. The priority would be pregnant women’(Silvía, 21
November 2019).
Thank God, they gave me the privilege and opportunity to have a calm pregnancy, to have my
caesarean section calm. And I did not have to pay, not even a bit, only for the taxi, because this
social Ministry [Pastoral Social] helped me with all that. [...] So thanks to them, the hospital and the
doctor - who treated me very well - I had a happy pregnancy.
– Martina
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Figure 12“ Nunca olvide que la atención a las mujeres en estado de embaraza es preferencia – Un reto de vida” [Never forger
that caring for pregnant women is a priority - A challenge for life] Clínica Anasiwalla, Riohacha, P.O. 12 November 2019

Performing Motherhood
In the previous section, I highlighted the struggles women experience when combining caretaking duties with
income generation. In this section, I want to shed light on the other side of the story in which caretaking roles are
also inherently part of women’s coping strategies. From the stories of women, it also appears that children play a
crucial role in women’s access to support and their income-generating activities. However, women constantly
navigate a complex trade-off in which they grapple with their motherhood representations as providers and
caretakers. On the one hand, women express that they want to protect their children and not involve them in
their income-generating activities. On the other hand, they realise that children are of great value in their coping
strategies and may positively impact their access to support, enhancing their ability to provide for them. In this
section, I highlight these trade-offs in further detail.
On a daily basis, I used to visit many of my research participants on their usual spots - in front of a grocery store,
a restaurant or Church, on the Boulevard or on my way to the mall – where I would find the women who were
spending a large part of their day collecting money [f]or food. Most were begging, asking the passengers for
‘collaboration’, sometimes in exchange for candy.31 Women were often sitting with their children – sometimes as
young as one month old: [breast]feeding them, rocking them, or watching the older ones from a distance. Many
of the women and families I met, asked me if I could help them, not in the first place for themselves, but for their
children. Like Sara, who seeks support in her daughter's name, many women highlight their children’s needs, such
as the lack of milk powder, diapers, or food in general. During my fieldwork, I found the demand for powder milk
in particular, somewhat remarkable. It made me wonder why women were spending so much money on milk
powder, while I reasoned they could also breastfeed them for free. Isabel helps me understand and explains that
she was breastfeeding her son, but she did not produce enough milk to satisfy him. She explains that she has
never bought herself anything [including a meal] with tears in her eyes. Isabel spends everything she earns on her
son and begs for her own food in the alley of the boulevard. However, on the long-term, her decision to sacrifice
her meals for her son’s powder milk also seems counterproductive, in the sense that she argues that her poor

Selling something was a symbolic way for women to keep their dignity and legitimise their ask for help, as they would call it work, instead
of begging, as they were giving something in return.
31
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diet is the reason for her lack of milk in the first place [Box 3: Breastfeeding]. Furthermore, women's emphasis on
children instead of themselves can also be perceived as gender performances as legitimate caretakers and selfless
sacrificers.
I ask the people if they can help me as they can, for the girl, my daughter. I explain to them that I
have a daughter and need to feed her, to buy diapers, food.
– Sara
I always put him first, I think of him first, before I think of myself. So that's why I .... Since I came here,
I have never bought anything for myself. I spend all the money on him. […] I can feed the baby, but
sometimes I don't eat well myself, you see. So, I have it up to here, and he drinks a lot, sometimes I
feel like I'm going to pass out. […] Here you can't eat so often, and I only eat once day, I have no
resources left for more meals. So sometimes I feel like I am going to faint. That's why sometimes I
cannot feed the baby enough, because of that. […] What happens is that I buy for him with what I
gain, and I spend it all on him, and they give me my food there [Boulevard]. […] So, I do both, I give
him breastmilk, and I buy milk for him.
- Isabel
Hence, like Isabel, several women stress how they always put their children first and sacrifice their own needs for
those of their children. She continues that it is precisely because of the sacrifices she is making for her son; people
offer her a helping hand. She spends her days begging on the touristic Boulevard where Mario, who is the owner
of several restaurants ‘calls the shots’. Since he is not fund of people bothering his clients, he sent other female
beggars away, except for Isabel. He allowed her to stay. Why? Because as a single mother with no other options
- Isabel explains - he understands that she ‘really needs to be there’. She considers that her vulnerability due to
her pregnancy, single motherhood and handicap,32 and the fact that she is not bothering people, are principle
reasons why Mario offers her support.
Everything I earn is for him. And because of that, they also help me, because they don’t tell me to
leave [the alley]. Mario, who is the owner of almost everything in the alley, the library, disco, and
restaurants, tells the other women to go out, but not me. He thinks that I really need to be there.
The other girls have husbands and are in another situation than I am; they have other options, but
not me. So, he trusts me. Practically, he is helping me because he could also order me to leave if he
wanted to. Because he is the owner of the place, everything there is from him. But he hasn't said
anything to me, because of my disability and my baby. But the other women who are bothering the
people dining and don't let them eat, he doesn't like that, because the people are leaving because
of that. And for them, he calls Migración because they don't let his clients eat. And he saw me from
the beginning as I got here pregnant. I sat there, and I didn't bother his clients at all.
- Isabel

32

She is limping because of a car accident in Venezuela.
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Box 3: Breastfeeding
Breastfeeding was a common gender performance during the participant observations and [in]formal
conversations with women. Sometimes this gender performance concerned the act of breastfeeding itself or a
vocal performance by emphasising the ability or inability to produce milk. Other times the performance
included demonstrating this [in]ability by squeezing their nipples to show how much milk was coming out. This
embodied gender performance tells us something about what it means to be a mother for these women. Some
mothers proudly stated that they had more than enough milk and squeezed their nipples to show me. Other
women, like Isabel, told me how much their baby was drinking, and that the child was always hungry or shared
that they did not produce milk to feed their child. Amilia, the 17-year-old daughter of Ivana and mother of a
2-year-old, shows that she was producing more than enough milk to feed both her own daughter and her
baby sister, whereas Ivana squeezes her nipple to display that there is no milk coming out. She argues that she
was too old and in a bad health condition to produce milk for her youngest daughter (P.O. Ivana and Amilia 6
November; Nicole, 12 October and 1 November; Isabel, 24 October; Elsa, 12 October; PDLI, 31 October; Victoria,
31 October; Michelle, 6 October; Noemí, 12 November 2019).

Figure 4 “Lactar es amar" [to breastfeed is to love]

Figure 13 “Lactar es amar" [to breastfeed is to love] Campaign Acción contra en Hambre

Besides gaining access to support by mothers performing the caretaking role, children also play a crucial role in
women’s coping strategies. They actively participate in begging and approaching people. The children in Nicole's
care - a young woman with whom I spend much time – also relied a lot on her children to raise money. The
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children had learned to beg by saying: ‘por favor tienes un monetico para colaborarme?’ [‘Please do you have
money to help me?’]. When someone passed by, Nicole spurred her older cousins to go and ask for support,
upon which they approach them, started a conversation or walked along drawing their attention by pulling their
clothes and holding up their hands. When they received some money or food, they usually returned victoriously.
The younger children started to copy their behaviour by walking after people too. At these moments, Nicole
laughed at them and proudly stated how good the children were at begging (P.O. 29 October 2019). Victoria’s
older son is particularly good at making friends with foreigners: ‘he is very good at it’ she claims, indicating his
successes in gaining access to support (P.O. 31 October 2019). Likewise, I met a family with three girls, who were
surprisingly ingenious in making contact with me. In our conversation, the language used seemed out of joint with
their ages. When I explained to the girl and her mother that I was doing research, the little girl told her mom that
I would probably not help them and that she should not waste her energy on me (P.O. 31 October 2019). Then
there was Diego, an 11-year-old boy who approached me when I was wandering the Boulevard in the first week
of my fieldwork. Not much later, he enthusiastically introduced me to his mother Ivana, whom I later got to
interview. She underscores the crucial role he and the other children play in gaining access to support:
They give it [support] to him [Diego], and when they give it to him, he says: ‘that is my mother over
there’, and they give us more. They give us more for having his mother there. Because I am there
with all his siblings, and they give me more. Because we are many and they give us much food for
the children. The children help me a lot. […] Only with children [people help more], because without
children they do not give as much. They think we will take the money for other things, and they
don’t know it’s for the children.
– Ivana (34), 16 October 2019
Single mother of seven children, with children in Colombia for eight months
Thus, Ivana states that having children by your side increases women's legitimacy and ‘success’ in generating an
income through begging. Laura confirms the importance of children in seeking support: ’Because of the children,
people also help more. For their food’ (Laura 22 November 2019). However, whereas some women are expressive
about their children's role in their coping strategy, and see it as an opportunity to receive the much-needed
support, some women feel bad about begging with their children. They express uneasiness with the situation.
They may defend their decision by explaining that their child is too young to leave their side or stress that they
do not put their child to work. Other women argue that their children enjoy interacting with people [begging] and
with foreigners in particular. Or they play the victimcy card and say that they have no other choice. Another
impediment highlighted in this regard, is the lack of access to caretaking facilities, as explained in the section
above. In this sense, they place the situation outside their control and, as it were, externalise the issue to come to
terms with their discomfort. Martina relates the increased willingness of people to provide support ‘for having a
little one’ to motherhood, instead of gender per se, because as a mother, it is more likely to spend money on
your children. She invigorates her statement by delegitimizing women who spend money on themselves or
‘irrelevant’, less urgent things [appearance, e.g.]. Likewise, María José argues that women generally receive more
help than men who spend the money on drugs, which she puts in sharp contrast to mothers who put their children
first.
Not so much for being a woman, but for having a little one, for being a mom, yes. This I see as an
option because right now there is much help. […] I truly value a lot what they give us women, for
having small children. Because there are others, what they do is waste money. They don't have
children, or they have children who are grown-ups. So they polish their nails and paint their hair,
buy themselves clothes, do all that and the children: without food.
- Martina
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I would say that it is more difficult for men [to beg]. Why? Because the majority come here to… How
to explain, most men beg for drugs. For the drug. Because many have come and consumed their
drug, steal, drugs, all that. And instead, most women come to work for their children, to fight. […]
So, I would say that it is easier for women.
– María José
Hence, to invigorate one’s own legitimacy as a genuine guardian, women set themselves off against mothers who
fail to perform their caretaking role appropriately or to men as illegitimate receivers of support. That women can
often count on more help, compassion or sympathy because of their children is also illustrated in the following
example: Luciana and Silvía risked being kicked out on the streets with their entire family by the owner of their
home. When Luciana spoke to the woman on the phone, she stressed that they lived with many children, who
would have to sleep on the streets if they would be kicked out. Eventually, the lady told them that she understood
their situation and got milder towards them. She said they did not have to get out right away, but could stay for
another month so that they would have time to look for another place.
I told her I have children and that my husband cannot leave me like this tomorrow, because I have
nowhere to go... We have twelve children, five young ones. […] She showed sympathy when I
explained about the children, because of the children. I am, so to speak, more vocal than my brother,
I am like an animal and mother of the family and my brother has a less assertive character than me.
I am stronger in character. And when I explained about the children, she understood. The lady told
me: ‘really, I did not know about your situation and I understand, because I really didn't know what
it’s like there.’
- Luciana
Luciana is worried about living on the streets with her children: Of course, I am afraid. Obviously. I think of the
children. For one endures, right? Like an adult endures. But they... no. With this in mind, she portrays how she
stood up for her children like a lioness protecting her family. She argues that if it were not for the children, they
would have been kicked out on the street: ‘if it were only men, they would be kicked out without a doubt, but
since it involves women and children people feel more like helping, of course.’ Hence, the received support is not
aimed at women or men, but children in particular. In this sense, people [including mothers themselves] seem to
feel a greater responsibility towards children than adults and are more willing to help because there are children
involved. Since the help is not in the first instance for themselves, mothers are turned into virtuous receivers of
support and function as vital bridges between the providers of support and their children. This arguably guides
the gender performances and representations of women. They ought to genuinely perform caretaking roles to
‘earn’ the right, legitimacy, and trust of those who give support.
Besides, support can also be seen as a manner to critique women's caretaking performances and delegitimize
their caretaking roles. Notably, women are critical towards their own performances as a mother, as well as they
are judgemental towards each other. Several women [Colombian and Venezuelan] are expressing their
disapproval towards women who in their opinion ‘use’ their children strategically. Martina brings in disrepute
women begging with their children for not thinking in their children’s best interest.
‘Shamelessly’ [Sin vergüenza]: a mother who is begging with her children, they don’t know shame.
It's something you have to feel embarrassed about as a parent. […] First of all, they have to think
more about their children. Their children have to be in the first place. […] Those single mothers have
to think a little more about their children and leave their misery behind. Because in this case, how
to explain, women are begging in front of Éxito [mall] with their children and this is something that
is very sad in my opinion and very much the fault of the mother.
- Martina
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Sara acknowledges that women with children are more likely to receive help, but she chooses not to bring her
daughter when she wanders the streets to look for money and food. She does not want to drag her daughter
along in the burning sun, because she believes this is not in her daughter’s best interest. In her critique, she sets
herself off to mothers who are not acting in their child’s best interest, and hereby she validates her gender
performance as a caring mother. Yet, this means that she was not very successful when she was street vending,
due to the increasing competition of women with children.
I have been selling confites [sweets], chupeta [lollipops], cookies. It went well, more or less, but what
happened is… Like before I sold a lot. I was walking through all the streets of Riohacha to sell, under
the burning sun. But now, more people came who are in great need, and they walk with their
children. The people give more to them than me because I sell alone, I don’t bring my daughter. So,
there is much competition.
- Sara
When I sit with Nicole one morning, two women pass by. Like all passengers, Nicole asks them for help, as one of
the women turns around and says ‘Regalame tu bebé’ [‘give me your baby'] with a sort of smile (P.O. Nicole, 1
November). After witnessing multiple comparable situations in which women interfere with another child's
upbringing and well-being, I realised that this is an indirect way to criticize motherhood performances of the
women in question. Both Colombian and Venezuelan women take up the motherhood role by correcting a child’s
behaviour or giving the child medication without consulting their mother first (P.O. Ivana, 25 October). Elsa shares
that she has had numerous unpleasant encounters in which passengers want to ‘buy’ her child.
They ask me: ‘How much [for the child]? Give it to me.’ They said: ‘Give him to me.’ Because they
want my baby boy, because my baby is white, blond, he draws their attention. […] For me, he is my
son; I do not give him to anyone; I do not even think about it. I say ‘No, my son is not like a dog
you give away like that, my son is my son, and he stays with me wherever I go. I am not going to
give him to anyone, not for money, not for a house, nor a car, for nothing. My son is my son.’
- Elsa
In this sense, their caretaking performances of Venezuelan migrant women under conditions of displacement, are
often subject to evaluation. They are either praised and rewarded for their performance or can be punished and
de-motherised [delegitimized as a mother]. The judgements and interferences of outsiders in itself can also be
perceived as gender performances. They represent the implicit claim that they would be better able to take care
of the children than the mothers of the children themselves, who are living on the streets and spend their days
begging with their children. In other words, these interactions include and reinforce certain gender norms and
stereotypes regarding how a woman should take care of her children.
Hence, while women are on the one hand helping each other out by taking care of each other’s children, they
are also most critical towards each other. Moreover, these gender norms and expectations are also guiding
principles for women’s behaviour and gender performances in their coping strategies. The self-presentation of a
mother is of crucial importance to women’s access to support. Since children are perceived as legitimate receivers
of support, women must present themselves as the virtuous conduits of the provided support. Hence, to centralise
the need, vulnerability, innocence, and victimhood of children, as well as their own genuine caretaking roles and
sense of responsibility, women, in fact, legitimise their call for help. In this way, women either consciously or
unconsciously self-stage oneself according to the gender norm of caring and responsible mothers. These gender
performances have become an essential element in the strategic coping strategies of many women.
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Caretaking as a burden and source of strength
Throughout the fieldwork, I realised that women’s roles as caretakers often weighs heavy on them. As mentioned
in the previous sections, the caretaking responsibility for children shapes the coping strategies of women. They
show that their concerns are principally related to the needs of their dependents. Moreover, regarding their
caretaking responsibilities for relatives in Venezuela, women experience tremendous pressure to send home
remittances. However, I also noticed that women try to make sense of, and attribute meaning to their
circumstances, to come to terms with their condition of displacement. Faith in God and destiny is, for instance, a
way to seek meaning and come to terms with their situation, as well as it is a source of strength to cope. Yet, in
the context of this chapter, it is particularly interesting to consider how women draw strength from their role as
caretakers as well. In her statement below, Natalia highlights the two sides of the ‘caretaking coin’ by putting in
sharp contrast the virtue and burden of caretaking.
It is difficult to leave your country, although sometimes many people say, 'in Colombia they have
money, they have money, they sell things'. But one does not know the need and suffering that one
goes through here. Because here one suffers, here one struggles, here one walks, here, life is a
burden. But what are we supposed to do? We are going to keep on fighting, keep walking, keep
looking for ways to get around. […] I am exhausted and tired; we already have been here for six
months, working without resting a day, every day, work work work. Of course, you have your reward,
because you save for food to bring to Venezuela, not only for yourself but for one's family too,
because they have many needs.
- Natalia
Oftentimes women see their migration both as an obligation and a sacrifice they make to provide for their family
and children. However, in Colombia, many women feel deceptive and lost, because their hope for better prospects
for themselves - but even more so for their children and family - turns out to be hard to accomplish. Since women
feel a strong responsibility to take care of their dependents, not being able to fulfil their caretaking role properly,
makes them feel stressed, guilty, and disappointed in themselves. Hence, when it comes to caretaking and sending
remittances, the burden weighs particularly heavy on women. Although they emphasise how they are doing what
they can, they often feel like falling short.
How to explain, it is hard, because one comes with a hope to improve one’s situation, to overcome
the problem one has. And it turns out that one is not able to, that you cannot realise it, that you are
unable to fulfil your children's dreams, let them study, prepare them well with good education, good
values. [And] it is very difficult. I would like to help my mom, but I don't earn enough to send her
money. Right now, I can't, no money nor food, nothing. With the little I earn; I buy my own food,
and that’s all.
- María José
I would like to help more because I know that what I can send is worth little and attributes little. […]
So, we do groceries and put it in a bag to send to Venezuela. We try to help as much as possible.
Those are our concerns to be able to help our family more with whatever they need.
- Carolina
My biggest worries are when I don’t have anything to give my daughter, my mother, my nephews.
It makes me very sad; sometimes it’s for days like that because it is difficult to wander the streets,
looking for something to give your daughter, your mother. […] My mother told me she is in need
and I told her ‘yes, I am not working, you have to give me a chance to be able to send money.’

75

Sometimes I go home empty-handed, and it's sad because the girl goes hungry, and so am I. But I
endure, right now, I have not eaten, but I endure. She doesn’t, she cannot cope, one has to find her
food. It is harder for her; it is tough. I want to have something that I can give my daughter right now,
so that I can leave. But I can’t, because I don't have anything to give my daughter. […] Right now, at
this moment, I am truly worried, because I haven’t found food for my daughter yet. That makes me
cry, it provokes me to tears, because I can't find a way to feed my daughter. It makes me feel sick.
- Sara
They say that the situation got out of hands, that every day things get worse in Venezuela. There is
so much need. It makes me worry about them, and I start to think to myself here I am eating and
whether they will be eating that day as well. That's what sometimes hurts me a lot.
- Paula
I came here to give my daughters opportunities and a good status in terms of study, to give them
a better life. But I have not succeeded, because I haven’t been able to get a steady job.
– Salomé
Although women express their hopes to return to Venezuela once the situation improves, little by little, they start
to lose hope in a quick fix and realise that returning home is not an option anytime soon. Likewise, the perspectives
in Colombia are highly uncertain due to the temporality or a lack of [access to] documentation. Moreover, because
women are primarily occupied with daily concerns such as rent, food, and medicines, there is often little room left
for long-term perspectives. Hence, under conditions of displacement, it is difficult for women to look far ahead
due to the high levels of [protracted] uncertainty. Moreover, the impact of separation from loved ones and the
feeling of falling short on women's mental well-being is significant.
I don't have a phone; I have no documents, no job, I have no way to survive. Sometimes I want to...
My head starts to think so many things. I don't know what I'm going to do with my girl; then I start
to cry. I feel locked up. Right now, that I am talking to you, I want to cry… many worries.
- Alejandra
Right now, it has been difficult for me, I have many struggles myself, because I am alone and
sometimes I don’t collect the money for the rent, sometimes I don’t eat, sometimes I am not able
to manage. Then what remains is to cry, and that makes me miss Venezuela even more, my family.
[…] I start to cry, sometimes it helps me when I let it out, sometimes it helps. And other times it
makes me depressed because it makes me miss my mom, my house, my children.
– Salomé
You are losing your mind, and your self-esteem drops. […] I have turned into myself a lot because I
get discouraged. Like I started to make empanadas, arepas, so that my husband could go out to
work [sell them]. And sometimes he returned and told me: ‘My love I sold no more than three’, and
I get discouraged, I shut myself up, I start to cry, I start to suffer. But I know that life goes on, because
I know that in reality, you have to work on a daily basis and not get discouraged, not fall apart [cries],
because now I have him [baby boy] because my children are growing, because the family is growing.
- Martina
For Elsa, sacrificing means leaving her children in Venezuela for their own sake. However, being separated from
her children falls hard on her and tears well up in her eyes when she mentions that it has been two years since
she saw them for the last time. Despite the strong will to return home to be with her children, Elsa continues to
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endure her situation, because she believes that it is for the best and that she can provide for them in Colombia.
Elsa relies on God for helping her to provide for her children in Venezuela. She affirms her motherhood role –
even though it is from a distance – by emphasising how she can always provide for them after all. Likewise, Beatriz
mentions she often feels down because she misses out on her children’s childhood and cannot have them close.
Yet, the unconditional love of her children she receives in return, is what keeps her going: ‘It doesn’t matter to
them how I have managed here; they will always receive me with arms open wide and that gives me strength,
that they won’t forget me, they couldn’t’ (Beatriz, 31 October 2019).
When I talk to my children they say 'Mom, come, I miss you, I love you very much.' These words still
give me the urge to go home running, because it is not easy for me to be here, so far away, and
leave my children there; it is not easy. I want to go, really. I am tired and bored; I want to go. […] It’s
hard for me, because it is not easy to come here with my son and having my other children there [in
Venezuela]. But they are better off in my house there than when I would bring them here. […] You
understand it is not easy, as I am here, and they are there. I have been asking God to give me
strength and to help me every day that passes by, because sometimes I feel like I can't. I don’t have
tears left; I have cried so much. I beg God. It is something very hard, something exceptional. I don't
even know how to express myself. I need my mom, my dad, my children, my brother, my family.
Because I was a woman who was always with her family, it is the first time I have been separated
from them. This is an unforgettable experience for each of us Venezuelans. It is something strong
and hard; it is not easy. It is a sacrifice that we are making. […] All that I ask God for is to help me, to
help me. Because I am strong, and I pray to God a lot. Just like they are praying for me. […] I ask God
for peace for my children, for my children who are asking for bread. Thank God, I am here, and I am
always able to bring them their meals, they always have something to eat. Sometimes they have
gone through hard times when the food that I have send runs out. They say 'Mommy, we have
nothing to eat at night.' Those days I feel sick because my mom has nothing to give them and they
spend a night without eating, but the next day it is solved already.
– Elsa
Thus, despite hardships, women pull themselves together because they want to remain at their family's disposal.
Several women who migrated with their children to Colombia, also express that they would have returned to
Venezuela if it were not for their children. Despite the crisis, the security of having a roof over their heads and a
certain comfort level in their own houses in Venezuela makes it tempting to leave the uncertain and precarious
living circumstances in Colombia and go home. Nevertheless, they choose to stay for their children's sake because
they believe that their children are better off in Colombia.
Sometimes I feel stressed, and I would like to leave everything altogether [and go home], because
like I told you, I'm still not used to live like this, as I am now. But then I realise that if I go home, I will
have needs for my children and that's why I am still here, why I endure it all.
– Paula
There are some days when I think to myself: 'I want to go back to Venezuela, I am going to starve,
but I don't mind, I want my house, I am tired of everything.’ […] But of course, we are not going to
give up, we have to remain strong for the children. When we fall apart, the children would be left
behind alone here. So, every day you try to fight, you fight day by day.
- Luciana
I want to return when things change there. But with the situation right now, no, because of my
children. My daughter, the oldest one, is studying and for their future we left Venezuela, so that one
day they will be someone, that they are prepared, educated. For that, I don’t want to go there.
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- Carmen
We can conclude from these statements that dependents are both perceived as a burden and are an important
source of endurance, strength, and motivation for women. Women refer to them as the principal reason for them
to push through, fight, set priorities and sacrifice themselves for their well-being. In other words, the centrality of
children and women’s caretaking performances in their practical coping strategies, women’s role as caretakers is
also a noteworthy part of their mental coping. Isabel shares that both God and her new-born son give her purpose
and strength to move on. Although taking care of her son is not an easy job, she explains that it makes her feel
useful again. After her C-section, Isabel needed to stay in the hospital because of an infection. As a result, she
could not take care of her son, which severely affected her emotional state of mind. She emphasises how her
mental well-being significantly improved when she was able to take care of her son again. Moreover, her
caretaking role has become a guiding principle in her Social Navigation strategy towards a better future for herself
and more importantly for her son.
When I was like this [in the hospital], I felt useless, I felt terrible. So, when my wound was healed, I
felt better, because I could go out, look for his [son] things. I was no longer locked up there, spending
all my days alone, feeling bad, because I could not get him his milk, his diapers, and that made me
feel very bad. I was feeling useless at that moment. But right now, I am proactive because of him
and God. God has given me the strength to move forward with my son. For these two people,
because yes, before I was alone, I was living the life as I was before. Thank God, I don’t live like that
anymore, now I prefer to beg because before, I was not living a good life, my life was like the
muchachas I told you about [prostitution]… Before, but not anymore. […] Thank God. He has opened
my eyes and given me the strength to keep on going. Because being alone with a child is not easy.
- Isabel
Isabel perceives her migration and the birth of her son as a new beginning. It was the closure of a chapter of her
life ‘in the dark’ as a prostitute in Venezuela. She is grateful to be able to start over in Colombia and get rid of her
‘bad’ reputation, so that her son will not be confronted with her past. Instead of [in her opinion] ‘negative’ gender
performances related to prostitution, she now focuses on ‘positive’ gender performances related to caretaking.
She presents herself as a ‘good mother’ who puts her son in the first place. 33
That is what I think: that it is a new story. God gave me this new opportunity. […] I don't want to go
back; I want to be nice so that people will tell him 'your mother was fighting in her life and not taking
the easy way and doing bad things.' I want to better myself and protect him.
- Isabel
The focus on improvement for women themselves and their children is fascinating to highlight in the context of
Social Navigation. Social Navigation is not merely about coping on a daily basis, but also striving towards better
prospects. For Laura, her daughter is not only a great support, but also a reason to push through. Together with
her daughter, she feels like she can manage the situation and is confident that things will get better for them in
the future. Nadia34 highlights how Bruna sacrifices herself for her children to move ahead, and Belinda is
determined to fight for her children's life opportunities. The emphasis on sacrifices and fighting in the name of
caretaking is particularly interesting to consider. In line with earlier statements and representations of women,
sacrificing oneself for a greater good such as children can be seen as a gender performance from which women
derive legitimacy, strength, self-worth, and empowerment: ’I do not care when I don’t eat, but to give my younger
The perspective of Isabel on prostitution in relation to caretaking is also interesting in the light of Part II Navigating a Sexualised Terrain:
Women as Sexual Beings
33

34

A key informant and interpreter in the Wayúu community Los Deseos who introduced me to Bruna
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children food, that is most important’ (Celia, 16 October 2019). Hence, gender performances as selfless sacrificers
or fearless fighters are for women a way to come to terms with the hardship they face under conditions of
displacement. Moreover, in the context of this thesis, I also consider it a way to [re]shape and navigate gendered
caretaking roles in a displacement setting.
I think that she sacrifices for the two of them [her children] even more. So that they are not short on
anything and she can provide them with their daily bread. I see the sacrifice she is making for them,
and as I said, she motivates them to move on and have a promising future, one better than hers.
[…] She is a very, very strong woman. She is working hard every day, in many ways to be able to
support both of them.
- Nadia about Bruna
[I came] to maintain my children here, to give my children a good diet, which we call in Venezuela
‘maintenance’. To give my two children another lifestyle, I fight and fight for them, because they are
my way, my reason for living.
- Belinda
Moreover, taking care of dependents is vital in women’s motivation to keep up the good hope for things to get
better eventually and their will to move forward instead of throwing the towel in the ring. The well-being of
dependents is central in women’s hopes for the future. Women hope for a better place to stay for their children,
better health, and access to education to increase their life chances and prospects.
One must leave behind and go forward, not backwards. Because when you go backwards, you lose,
or you stay in the same situation. One must find a way to work, earn money, to give food to your
family and take care of yourself, to eat, to have clothes, things, whatever you want. When you work,
you can buy whatever you want, but how can you buy something if you don’t work? How will you
feed your children? You can’t.
– Sara
I want to leave the park; I want to have a place to stay where my daughter will be fine, where she
won’t be short on food, for her. Be able to send her to a doctor. She is my main preoccupation right
now.
- Laura
My main concern is to let my children continue to study, to educate them every day more. My hope
for the future is to see my children have become professionals. That they have been prepared in
their studies and learned more values and respect one another every day. That is my aspiration for
the future, that here they will have the possibility to study, which is no longer possible in Venezuela.
I want that.
- María José
I want him to be a person who will have a career. That is something that I could not achieve; I could
not study. I only made it until third grade, and I want him to be better than me. I don't want him to
be like me.
- Isabel
One must keep up hope that things are going to change and that everything will get better. That
the children will grow up and go back to school, that it will serve them for something and that they
can find better jobs with their papers. At least, here the children can study, they can learn.
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- Agnes

Concluding notes
In this chapter, I discussed women’s navigation of caretaking roles under conditions of displacement and
concerning their coping strategies. It became clear that women's caretaking responsibility significantly influences
the opportunities, risks, and challenges they face. On the one hand, caretaking responsibilities are complicating
women’s options in terms of coping strategies. Yet it can also be argued that women's caretaking performances
have become an intrinsic part of their navigation strategies. Sometimes caretaking performances even turn out
beneficial or strategical in their coping strategies. Nevertheless, in their navigation of caretaking and coping
strategies, women are often faced with challenging dilemmas, where they find themselves in a situation between
a rock and a hard place.
Under pressing circumstances, women seek to perform and shape their motherhood and caretaking role. Gender
representations as Genuine Guardian, Powerless Subject, Selfless Sacrificer, or Fearless Fighter [see table 2] are
frequently performed. Women present themselves as worthy caretakers and legitimise their role as conduits of
support for their dependents. Likewise, women emphasise their children's needs to gain access to resources and
support. From this perspective, women highlight their own and children’s vulnerability, as well as the sacrifices
they make for their dependents. They underscore their fierceness by expressing how they fight for their children
and go through fire for them. These representations portray how women try to attribute meaning to and shape
their role as caretakers in navigating their displacement.
In conclusion, the performances of gendered caretaking roles shift, as the terrain women navigate through moves
around them. They are faced with new challenges, risks, and opportunities along the way. In relation to this,
Gender Normativity shapes gender expectations regarding the ‘ideal’ mother- and womanhood. Deviant
performances are frequently judged, justified, legitimised, or externalised. Under conditions of displacement,
Venezuelan migrant women are constantly navigating their motherhood and caretaking roles, while
simultaneously navigating the Venezuelan migration crisis. In other words, shaping gendered caretaking roles in
alternative ways in the context of the crisis is characteristic of women's Social Navigation strategies.
In Part I of this thesis, I discussed the close relation between caretaking and women’s coping strategies in the
context of the Venezuelan migration crisis. It became clear that women’s gendered roles as caretakers, impact
their gendered coping strategy and vice versa; and that this interrelation is characteristic to their Social Navigation
of the crisis. This insight subsequently helps us better comprehend the navigation of a so-called sexualised terrain
[Part II]. Although women as caretakers and ‘sexualised beings’ seem to be quite distinct from each other, it will
appear that they are in fact also closely related.
Table 2 Gender Performativity and Social Navigation of Caretaking Roles under Conditions of Displacement

Women as Caretakers
motherhood, dependents, remittances, children, caretaking
Genuine Guardian
Presenting oneself as worthy caretaker and legitimate conduit of support based on caretaking performances
Powerless Subject
Highlighting one’s own and dependent’s vulnerability and the lack of agency and options
Selfless Sacrificer
Self-sacrificing for a greater and noble good
Fearless Fighter
Presenting oneself as a lioness protecting one’s family and advocating for dependents
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Part II: Women as Sexual Beings
Navigating a Sexualised Terrain
When it comes to working, I would not say I would work in ‘whatever’. One can work in ‘whatever’,
but how can I explain, you can give a very bad impression. So, if one says, 'I work in whatever’ people
may think she has a good body, she has good hair, she dresses well, you may work in prostitution.
That is what they believe: that all Venezuelan women who come will work in that. And it is not
correct. So here you have to find a decent job, a job that will really help you build a good future.
- Martina
As became apparent in the former chapter, women’s gender representations as caretakers form an essential part
of their navigation strategies in the Venezuelan Migration Crisis. Likewise, it can be argued that gender, sexuality,
and the female body inform Venezuelan migrant women's coping strategies in implicit and explicit ways. In the
second part of this thesis, I, therefore, shift focus to the context of displacement as a so-called ‘gendered and
sexualised terrain’, women find themselves navigating.
The terrain that I am referring to, is characterised by gendered stereotypes about Venezuelan migrant women
and their [presumed] sexuality. Topics to be discussed are among others the [assumed] willingness of women to
enter sexual relations on a transactional basis; the self-representations of Venezuelan migrant women as sexual
agents or victims of sexual and gender-based violence the role of women’s body and sexuality in different
gendered coping strategies. Also, the implicit, indirect, [un]intended, or the imposed way women’s sexual
performances become part of their navigation is to be discussed. Overall, I argue that the female body and
sexuality play a key role in women’s navigation strategies, although perceptions, experiences and performances
are variant in this regard. In the previous chapters, the caretaking role of women was described as a burden as
well as a source of strength. Likewise, the female body and sexuality could be perceived as a vulnerability and
power in navigating the Venezuelan migration crisis.
In the second part of this thesis, I strive to portray how women find their way through a sexualised and gendered
terrain, in the broader context of their navigation of the Venezuelan migration crisis. In doing so, I argue that
Venezuelan female migrants are frequently actively navigating their gender performances and self-representation
according to their perceptions of the opportunities, challenges, and risks they face under their conditions of
displacement. Women present themselves as self-determined and deliberative agents who strategically navigate
their sexuality, as part of their coping strategy. Simultaneously, women play virtuous saints who distance
themselves from any resort to sexuality as a way to handle their condition of displacement. Others see themselves
as powerless subjects feeling victimised by unwanted sexual encounters. Lastly, women may state they are innocent
sacrificers as they have no alternatives but to resort to their sexuality in order to cope. Either way, women find
themselves affected by such a sexualised terrain in one way or another and need to navigate their position along
the way. In the upcoming chapters, I elaborate on women’s perceptions, self-representation and gender
performances in this context, and demonstrate that these are not fixed, but rather fluid and subject to change.
The perceptions and Social Navigation of Venezuelan female migrants in this regard, as well as their gendered
and sexual representation, are analysed through the lens of Gender Performativity.

7. Navigating a Gendered and Sexualised Terrain
When it comes to what I call a sexualised terrain, I argue that the terrain of displacement – both in the act of
migration, as well as under conditions of displacement - is rendered ‘sexual’ in a way. This has to do with the
objectification of the female body; the risks of sexual and gender-based violence; and the stereotypes and
narratives regarding the [assumed] sexuality of Venezuelan migrant women. In the context of this chapter, I
highlight how women navigate risks, challenges and opportunities related to their gender and sexuality and how
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their sexuality plays a role in their coping strategies. First, I dedicate a brief section to women’s perceptions and
navigation of risks regarding the sexual terrain that women migrate through on their way to Colombia. Thereafter,
I continue to discuss the sexual terrain in Riohacha, Colombia.

Navigating a Sexual Terrain in the Act of Migration
With reference to the migration journey, women find themselves navigating through a sexualised terrain of risks
of sexual and gender-based violence. Especially with regards to the trochas, the informal passages, women
mention that there is no rule of law and no protection. Hence, [it is argued that [female] migrants can easily
disappear and in case they are raped, mistreated, or killed, no one may know. Laura tells me a story about her
cousin travelling through the trochas when some men pulled them over. Her cousin was picked-out and ordered
to come off the truck upon which she was raped and subsequently left behind. Laura mentions that the truck had
moved on without her cousin, who needed to continue her journey by foot. Natalia knows some young women
who never arrived in Colombia and mentions that she heard they were raped and killed in the trochas.
They took her [cousin] down from the truck and raped her and then they left her behind. But the
truck was already gone, and she had to cross the trail walking. For women, it [the migration journey]
is more dangerous, for women. Because the Guajiros fall in love with you, they order you to come
down. They fall in love with you, take you down from the truck, rape you, and then they kill you. It
is more dangerous for women than for men.
- Laura
There was a girl who came from Venezuela with three other girls, and they disappeared in the
trochas, they never appeared. They are acquaintances, but they never arrived. The word goes
around that they were raped and killed.
- Natalia
In this regard, women highlight that men occupying the trochas may ‘se enamoran tuyo’ [fall in love with you, like
you, hit on you]. Natalia, Martina and Elsa describe how guards or occupiers in the border region, may look at a
female migrant’s physical appearance, and if they, so to speak, ‘like what they see’, order women to come down
[from the truck] to rape or harass them. The powerlessness of women [and the other passengers] towards
powerful men with guns, is highlighted and argued to render women particularly vulnerable. Hence, in navigating
risks during the migration journey, women’s self-awareness of their female gender, sex, and body turns out to be
a determining factor.
Going through the trails is a bit difficult because you are pretty. You go through the trochas, and
there is a man who sees you. You can be taken off the truck, and he can rape you. And nobody says
anything; no one can intervene, not the truck driver, nobody, nobody opposes until they have raped
you. Because there is no law, there are no rules, and you are on your own. You are travelling from
here to there, and there is no law, there are no rights, there is no law, there is no one who can say
anything. Everybody shuts up because if not, they will be killed. It's happening a lot, a lot. Many
women have disappeared on the trails. Yes. They have been raped and killed. Because they look a
lot at pretty women, they take them down [from the truck].
- Natalia
If you travel through the trochas, as I explained, there are gangsters and thieves. Like on those trails
out there, they fall in love with you. When he likes what he sees, he orders you to come down from
the truck to rape you. They take you and rape you. He wants to do a thousand things to you because
you are pretty and apart from the fact that they want to do all that to you, it’s to say, she dies, or
they kill her to shut her up.
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- Martina
There is a risk that if those men who have guns fall in love with, they will rape you. There is a risk
that if they fall in love with you, you don’t get out [of the trochas] anymore. As a woman, they keep
you there as prey. It is a risk for my son and me as well. That they will rape me, that will rob me,
steal from me the little that I have, take my children from me. Nothing ever happened to me for
God's sake, but I begged God that nothing will happen to me and that he will always protect me.
- Elsa
As mentioned by both women, women's physical appearance plays a crucial role in the risk of being picked out
and ordered to come down from the truck: ‘when he likes what he sees, he orders you to come down’ ‘because
you are pretty’. Elsa names various risk-reducing and coping strategies she and other women adopt to lower
gender-related risks during the travels. She mentions that women take anticonception as a preventative strategy
to avoid getting pregnant from the rape. This tactic is often cited by women, which indicates that women take
into account - and take for granted to a certain level - the risk of travelling [via the trochas] as the best option
available. Another frequently mentioned coping strategy is to travel as plain and low-key as possible to avoid
drawing any attention to physical appearance or valuables. Moreover, Elsa - like most women – explains that she
attempts to mentally deal with the risks by praying to God for protection.
Women have to do that [take anticonception] in case they are going to rape you. What if they rape
you, you are going to be pregnant by a rapist. That's horrible.
For this reason, when I go to Venezuela, I travel at my ugliest. I try to look at the most unattractive
and most horrible because they fall in love with you. When I travel, I'm not going to iron my hair;
I'm going to do my nails, no. Leave everything to protect myself, so they are not going to steal my
money. Because if you come with cash, they take it. I travel as plain/simple as I can, humbly, so that
they do not fall in love with me so that they don’t steal my money so that nothing will happen to
me. Because if I look good and well-dressed, they take your money. I tell you; I am not going to
bring cash, they will take it all.
- Elsa

Navigating Gendered and Sexualised Stereotypes
The risks fo travelling as a woman via the trochas is highlighted in the section above. The relation between risks
and physical appears, and the female body is also highlighted under the conditions of displacement in Riohacha,
Colombia. Whereas the risks described above are quite radical in terms of SGBV, women under conditions of
displacement are generally better able to navigate the risk of SGBV; they are more suffering from sexual
harassment, unpleasant encounters and discrimination based on their sex and gender. This is related to some
strong sexualised stereotypes about Venezuelan migrant women, which are also impacting the perceived options
women have in coping strategies as I will further describe below.
‘Por una Pagamos Todas’35
‘For one, we must all pay.’
During my fieldwork, I heard the sentence ’por una pagamos todas’ [For one, we must all pay] almost daily.
Women use this expression to describe their experiences with stigma and discrimination. They explain that the
stereotype of Venezuelan women who come here to work in the sex industry has repercussions for all Venezuelan
women. Isabel and Sara, amongst others, explain that Venezuelan women have a ‘bad reputation’. In general,
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stereotypes about Venezuelan migrants are gendered: whereas men are seen as robbers, murderers, drug uses,
and criminals, women are frequently seen as prostitutes or ‘seducers’ stealing Colombian husbands, or as victims
of [sexual] exploitation. For these stereotypes, Venezuelan women often blame other Venezuelan [immoral]
women who created the stereotype in the first place: ’they think that we are all the same’.
What happens is that we Venezuelans have a terrible reputation. From the beginning, women came
to work, to say work with the idea, with the idea of having sex. So, that's why, because of them, they
think that we are all the same. That all of us are prostitutes. […] Because it is true there are many
women who - to feed their child in Venezuela - stay here for 15 days, work in a brothel and return
to Venezuela to bring the food. They stay a couple of days with their children and come back to
Colombia. So that's why they all categorise us the same.
- Isabel
When I arrived here, I felt that everyone was talking like, ‘These Venezuelans are bad, they hook up
with everyone.’ […] It touched me.
- Sara
With regards to gaining access to employment, Martina argues that, on the one hand, the bad reputation of
Venezuelan women impedes women’s job opportunities. On the other hand, she argues that the assumption that
women would be open to sexual relations in exchange for work also makes it easier for them to find a job. Yet
this may lead to situations in which women are hired or offered money and expected to give something in return.
For being this gender, for being a woman sometimes because of them [Venezuelan sex workers],
we are lost. I mean, they [Colombian employers] close the doors for us because they are like that. It
is like a stereotype. Thus, they do not want to provide us with work; they do not give us opportunities.
Or they give you a job, but they want to take advantage of you. You understand? Here you have
many cases like that. Like the manager is going to think that you are going to offer that. It's like a
bad reputation that we have because of that. They say that she is that kind of person and so women
are losing work because of that. And if you are just kind, they can think it's in that way, while it's not.
- Martina
In the broader context of the Machista culture and the presumed vulnerability and powerlessness of women, there
exists the assumption that Venezuelan migrant women are more accessible and open to [sexual] relations. This is
apparent in the manner in which Venezuelan women are approached by men and how they are viewed by/view
each other. Besides blaming the Colombian men for sexual approaches, [Colombian and Venezuelan] women
also – and sometimes even more so – blame Venezuelan women who are sleeping with Colombian men as a
coping strategy. These women are judged for stereotypes of which Venezuelan female migrants now bear the
brunt: ‘por una pagamos todas’. Moreover, Venezuelan women also feel judged by Colombian women and
mention that they approach them in violent and dehumanising ways out of jealousy. Like Isabel and Beatriz explain
in the quotes below, Venezuelan women are frequently perceived as threats, who may steal or seduce Colombian
husbands. As a result, it is often argued that – in contrast to Colombian men who are more willing to help
Venezuelan women - Colombian women are generally more reluctant to help.
Colombian women, in particular, are rude and offensive. Why? Because what happened is that we
Venezuelans have a bad reputation. […] So that's why they all categorise us the same. That is the
fear of Colombian women: that we came to steal their husbands. That is why they refuse to give us
money, they don’t give us the money out of rage, because they are afraid of us, we scare them.
- Isabel
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More women than men are like this [humiliating them] because we are Venezuelan. Because they
say that the Venezuelan women come here to steal their husbands: they are afraid.
- Beatriz
Moreover, Venezuelan women also express that they are frequently approached by [Colombian] men in a
presumptuous manner. In this context, similar to the men approaching women in the trochas in a presumptuous
matter, women again state ‘Se enamoran tuyo’ [‘The fall in love with you’]. Natalia describes how men catcall her
on the streets and offer her money to spend time together [hinting at sex]. She mentions that she remains silent
about it to her husband since he has an aggressive and jealous character and fears he will fight them. Also, she
shares a working experience in a warehouse store where her manager assaulted her. Natalia relates these incidents
to Venezuelan female migrants' reputation and argues that the general [assumed] need of Venezuelan women
makes them all prone to [sexual] exploitation. Bruna, who works as a hairdresser around the city, describes
experiences in which male customers ask her how much she usually earns a day and subsequently offer her that
amount of money to spend some time with her.
Sometimes they want to come with you, like touch you, kiss you, they say 'how much? for how much
can I come with you? 5000 10000? […] Here there are women, Venezuelans, who give themselves
away for ten thousand pesos. So, men think that we are all the same. Because where I live there are
people who say 'let's go, 10,000.'
I went to work in a warehouse, in a store. And the man gave me many things to do and paid me
5000 pesos, and incidentally, he wanted to abuse me. He was touching me, and I left, but it happened
to me several times. I said: 'What happened?' ‘How much you want?' 'No, I'm not selling myself,' I
said. 'I am not giving myself away. I came to work. I did not come here for anything else.' Here there
are people, Venezuelans, who give themselves away for ten thousand pesos. So, he might have
thought I was one of them. […] Because you’re a Venezuelan, they want to exploit you, because of
our needs.
- Natalia
When I tell them the prices for doing their hair like 20 or 30 mil pesos, there is always someone who
says ‘I give it to you’ - still there is one proposing - ‘I give you 20 mil pesos, let’s go.’ ‘Give me your
telephone number’ or ‘What do you say? Let’s go out.’
- Bruna
Nicole who spends most of her days in front of the shopping mall, states that cat whistling and men approaching
[Venezuelan] women in a sexual way is typical: it is part of the Machista culture she explains. She attempts to
sustain the children in her care through begging. She has been confronted with similar propositions, as described
above. When I joined her one day, a Colombian man passed by and told her with a sort of smile that he would
not give her money and moved on. I noticed that Nicole’s mood changed when she saw him; she turned her
head away from him and did not respond. When I asked her about what just happened, she explained that the
same man comes by more often and has frequently invited her to start a relation with him in exchange for his
support. Today was a reminder of a former ‘offer’ he gave her to become his girlfriend in exchange for his money
(P.O. 10 November 2019). Many of my research participants describe similar experiences and express that they
feel bad and angry for being approached in such an assumptive way. Furthermore, they experience it as
exploitative and feel powerless towards the stereotypes and related [negative] male attention.
The other day a Colombian man told me ‘How much do they usually give you with this [begging]?’
I told him ‘it depends, sometimes 20 mils, 25 until 30 mil pesos if I have a good day, if not, I go home
with nothing and go to bed without food.’ ‘Good - he said -let’s go out for a night, and let’s see
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what happens… I give you 30.’ I told him: ‘Not even if you give me 50 mils. I am not thinking about
going out with you; I don’t go out with rude people.’ […] Here there is much exploitation, of course.
Here they take advantage of us. Because when one is in need, the people lack respect, they are rude.
And I feel bad; I start crying because it makes me so angry that they mistake me for them: women
who come here to sleep with men. For one, we all pay. No, I have never done that, and I am not
planning to do so, I prefer to beg with my children, that’s what I do because I don’t have another
job.
- Elsa
I felt terrible because they thought I looked like the four-letter-word [slut]. I felt bad because people
were thinking about me in that way. That they believe that all of us who come here came for that
reason.
- Martina
Nicole is highly aware of the risks in terms of SGBV and has numerous experiences with being approached for sex
or relations. Frequently we talk about her experiences as described in the section and one afternoon, she gives
me another example of an unpleasant encounter with a Colombian man. That night she was on her way to her
sleeping place with the children when he stopped her. He suggested to take her to a quiet and deserted place to
spend some time with her. He told her that he could take care of her when she would be willing to sleep with
him. She tells me that she slapped him in his face and asked him why he would talk to her like this in front of her
children. She turns to me and points at her clothing while saying: ‘I am not asking for it, I dress like this because I
do not care about male attention’ [long black trousers, black hoodie like every other day] (P.O. and I.C. Nicole 1
November 2019).
Witnessing and talking about these kinds of experiences make clear that they notably upset Nicole. She expresses
her confusion and frustration by emphasising her non-provocative and plain appearance while pointing me at
her dressing. Like every other day, she wears her black hoodie and long black trousers, even though it is most
often above 30 degrees Celsius. Her clothes and nails look dirty, she ties her hair in a bun and wears no makeup. She regularly mentions that she smells, because she only occasionally can take a shower, let alone wash her
clothes. Hence, she refers to her ‘poor’ clothing, sloppiness, and appearance to claim that she is not asking for
any male attention. Apparently, she does not want to come across as a woman who appreciates provocative or
sexual propositions and is highly aware of how she dresses and represents herself. Moreover, she accentuates her
caretaking role and the fact that she is in the company of children, which she perceives to be at odds with the
way men approach her. Thus, with her rather basic appearance, she distances herself from her sexual
representations and downplays her female body and sexuality. Instead, she repeatedly performs and accentuates
the victim and caretaking role by emphasising her [and her children’s] innocence, victimhood, and the sacrifices
she makes.36 Thus, her role and legitimacy as a caretaker are related to a certain ‘innocence’, reinforced by putting
it in contrast to her female appearance, body, and sexual representation.
Hence, the female body and physique are perceived as a burden on the one hand, while simultaneously becoming
crucial in women’s coping strategies. In terms of access to support from Colombian locals, it is frequently argued
that women are more likely to receive support than men. As children play an essential role in women’s access to
aid and support, women also say that the female body, physique, and [assumed] sexuality is of influence. Noemí
claims that men offer more help to [black] Venezuelan women than men, for having a vagina: ‘They help black
women more because they have a vagina. […] Men in particular, because they fall in love with them’ (Noemí, 22
November 2019). The vagina in this context represents the assumed sexuality of Venezuelan female migrants and
She for instance describes how she ties her children to her and does not sleep to guarantee their safety during the night. Also, Nicole
accentuates that she does not want to send them to school or daycare for protective reasons [Chapter 6].
36
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perceived approachability. Noemí now claims that men are presumably more willing to help, to gain access to
her body. The ambiguity of this topic has already briefly been touched upon in Chapter 7 on navigating relations.
In the next section, I will further elaborate on the assumed hidden agenda of men in the context of transactional
sex.
‘¿Solo vendes café?’37
There is a gendered and sexual stereotype related explicitly to selling tinto [typical Colombian coffee] as a survival
strategy. For several women, selling coffee is the first income generation strategy upon arrival in Colombia. It is
popular because of its accessibility, as it concerns an informal job which does not require documentation.
Although the revenues are relatively low, the investment to ‘rent’ a thermo is affordable [4 mil pesos investment
against 12 mil pesos profit for one thermo]. Moreover, it concerns a flexible, independent, and mobile job that
offers women freedom in terms of schedule and workplace, as well as it makes them less prone to forms of labour
exploitation. It is notable that, in general, more [Venezuelan] women than men are selling tinto and that there
seem to have more [Colombian] male than female customers. This dynamic can be related to certain stereotypes
about female Venezuelan migrants selling tinto, who are frequently associated with sex work.
When selling tintos, many men want to spend time with the woman; it’s a way to get to know her.
- Salomé
Like Salomé mentions, tinto is often used as a medium by men to approach women or by women to access men
[sex clients, potential partner, or support]. Esperanza explains that women may ask their clients: ‘¿Termo
completo?’ [complete thermo?] by which they implicitly refer to their body: ”There are women who in that way,
like use it as a keyword for 'body': Thermo complete? In other words, coffee, with everything?’.” Likewise,
[Colombian] men who buy tinto approach women by asking ‘¿solo vendes café?’ [do you only sell coffee?] and
hereby refer to the rest of her body that may be ‘up for sale’ (Esperanza, 23 November 2019). This objectification
and sexualisation of the female body have turned the act of selling tinto automatically in a sexual and gender
performance.
Women frequently highlight the role of appearance and self-representation when selling tinto. Some female
coffee vendors wear revealing clothes and make-up to draw more [male] clients, women explain. For instance,
Beatriz argues that other female coffee vendors' competition scarcely dressed made her eventually step out of
business. She agrees that the appearance of a woman is closely related to her success rate in selling coffee.
Moreover, she refers to the need Venezuelan women have in displacement settings and explains that this makes
them feel prone or forced to accept [sexual] propositions. Although Beatriz herself received similar requests, she
explains she did not consider it an option. However, she mentions that the increase in Venezuelan street vendors
and the growing emphasis on their female body and appearance indirectly impacted her coping strategy. She
argues that she started to earn less due to competition because she did not ‘dress like that’.
Well, I started to sell coffee. But one has to be pretty to be able to sell it. And they [male clients] just
want to look at your body and see this pretty girl. And they buy your coffee; they say ‘apart from
the coffee what else do you sell?’ ‘What do you sell apart from coffee?’ to ask if you are available.
And many say like ‘you are stunning, I give you more than you can earn with this coffee only, I will
pay you, let’s go for a walk.’ And there are many [women] who are happy to do so because they
really need it and go with them. But it is out of necessity. More and more and more Venezuelan
women arrived, and they went out in shorts showing bare skin until here [upper leg], and that’s
when I stopped selling coffee because I started to earn less, because of their competition. Because
you sell more when you dress like that.

37
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- Beatriz
Beatriz concluded that she needed to look for an alternative way to generate an income to sustain herself and
her children in Venezuela. She dreamt about starting her own business, but she could not invest because of a lack
of resources. Therefore, she started working for a Colombian man as a street vendor with his ‘carrito de comida’
[image].38
Like Beatriz, more women feel uncomfortable with the idea of having to sell tinto around the street. When I ask
Esperanza what type of work she would like to do, she explains that she is very eager to work, but that certain
types of jobs are for her off-limit. When I ask for further explanation, she refers to working in a night club or
prostituting herself. Her boyfriend adds in a joking way ‘coffee, coffee, coffee’ and pretends to be a woman selling
coffee. Esperanza argues that the stereotypes related to selling tinto withhold her from selling coffee. Although
she perceives selling coffee as a humble job, she also indicates that the connotation of women selling coffee with
prostitutes makes her feel uncomfortable. The risk of being associated with or confused as a sex worker is not only
a concern for Esperanza, but also for her boyfriend. He opines that selling coffee would expose Esperanza to
disturbing approaches and potential mistreatment by male customers. Hence, although Esperanza was initially
enthusiastic about selling tinto to earn an income, she changed her opinion and decided to continue looking for
alternatives. During her first months in Colombia, Esperanza had several volatile and unsatisfying jobs such as
selling empanadas and working in a chicken factory. Eventually, she found stable employment as a waitress.39
I cannot say ‘any’ kind of job, because well, not any job. I am not looking for any type of job,
because there are jobs that are not... Like, it's [selling tinto] a humble job, but the men here, the
women who sell coffee, most say they are prostitutes.
I did not plan to continue selling coffee, because he [boyfriend] complained when I told him I wanted
to enter this. He said: ‘no love, it is for women who are prostitutes, they are going to grab you.’ Like
there is a risk that they are going to think that I am one of them [prostitutes], and they grab me, or
they demand me inside a car or something. Nevertheless, I thought about it, because it is a good
job, but here it is a stereotype.
- Esperanza
Like Esperanza, Carolina initially perceived selling coffee in Colombia as an excellent opportunity for her. She
explains that she already earned more selling coffee to drivers on the highway to Maicao than when working as
a nurse and teacher for one month in Venezuela. However, she hid the fact that she was selling tinto from her
parents because of the negative reputation. Moreover, her husband used to be very concerned about her, asking
her if she was still feeling comfortable selling tinto because of the stereotypes. Carolina herself states that she was
feeling well about her work and did not have many negative experiences, which she dedicates to the fact that she
was working outside the city and had less competition of other female coffee vendors. Nevertheless, in her
income-generating strategy, Carolina navigates a sexualised terrain of male customers making advances and
hitting on her. Although she explains that men were usually respectful, and she did not feel at risk, these
approaches made her feel bad about herself. She tells that she started doubting herself and wondered whether

Beatriz needed to exchange her independence as a street vendor for an in her opinion exploitative work relation, since she only earns a
small proportion of the food she sells for the man and nothing at all when she is not sold out at the end of the day. For every piece I sell, I
earn 200 pesos. It’s bad. Because he gives me 120 pieces, products, and I need to sell them all for 1 mil pesos per piece. He gets 80%, I receive
20%, but only if I sell them all. […] He tells me to give a promotion, because he does not want any products back, I need to be sold out. But
with the promotion, I do not win [pays the promotion from own pocket]. I need to sell everything, chicken, cheese, the boñueles, for him to
pay me. When I don’t sell all, I don’t earn anything. […] It’s not just. - Beatriz
38
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it was the way she dressed or came across that made male clients think that she would be willing to sleep with
them.
Many Venezuelan women are dedicated not only to selling tinto, but also selling their bodies. So,
yes, sometimes there were men who made propositions like this, asking if I only sell coffee. I told
them ‘If you want coffee, I sell coffee and I only sell coffee.’ Because that is the question they ask to
see if there is something else being sold.
Bad, bad, very bad, I felt awful. I thought, is it my outfit? Do I look like a prostitute? I felt bad because
these women make everybody who sells coffee look like a prostitute. They draw much attention
when selling coffee, in the way they dress, wearing leggings and tops. I tried to put on covered
clothes, covered clothes so that they would not confuse me with them.
- Carolina
In her statement, Carolina sets herself off against the women who would accept certain propositions. She explains
that she tried to present herself in a ‘non-provoking’ manner, by wearing covered clothing and not calling for
attention in a way that would make her look like ‘one of them’. After some time, Carolina got a job opportunity
to work as a nurse teacher and combined selling coffee in the early morning with teaching in the afternoon. When
her husband eventually found a more stable job in Colombia as well, he told her to stop selling coffee, so that
she could focus on teaching and get rid of the negative stereotypes.
He told me he wanted me to stop selling tinto; he said ‘you know the stereotype about these women.
I can help you; you just do the teaching, and I do this job, and you can stop selling coffee.’
- Carolina
In the quotations above, women highlight the opportunities for selling coffee as a way to generate an income.
Esperanza described that she used to feel very upset, bored, and depressed when she did not have work. She
wanted to start selling tinto because it was an accessible way to earn some money and make her contribution.
Similarly, many women initially started [or considered] selling tinto as their principle daily coping strategy.
Although several of them [especially in Parque de la India] are still earning their daily income with their thermos
and street vending more generally, many have also shifted their coping strategy in the meantime. The latter case
often concerns an [perceived] improvement in survival strategies. This is inherent to the Social Navigation Theory,
as Vigh argues that people deal with their circumstances in their everchanging environment while striving towards
a better future. Women like Beatriz, Carolina and Esperanza portray how they continued to look for alternative
and better ways to secure their living. The sexualisation of the job has been of significant influence in their decision
to look for alternatives. They stepped out once they had the opportunity to do so, for instance, when they had
found a way to earn a better or more stable income. In Esperanza and Carolina's case, their partner played an
important role. Their [financial] support created room for them to dismiss selling tinto as a coping strategy.
Moreover, their partners' opinions and concerns about the stereotypes attached to selling tinto were of influence.
Some implicit gender norms and expectations regarding gender performances of women, arguably steer their
navigation.
In addition, Inés and Agnes both state that it is generally easier for women to find employment than men. They
argue that Colombian employers are specifically looking for [Venezuelan] women, and that appearance is
considered necessary in a service-related job such as waitressing. Inés also assumes that women are more easily
hired because a boss may fall in love with her. She adds that this would not be the case for her, referring to her
age and appearance. Regarding the general lack of employment opportunities in Colombia, Agnes claims that
looks are among the only ‘chances’ [Venezuelan] women have to gain access to employment. Hence, she states
that it is helpful for women to find a job to present oneself ‘well-groomed’.
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Women find work everywhere. But men, no. There is more work for women than for men. […] The
majority of men here only look for women to work for them. […] The majority of Colombians look
for Venezuelan women, but good Venezuelans, not bad ones. Bosses look for girls, Venezuelan
girls. Why? I don’t know; they fall in love with them, you see? The majority of the Colombians are
like that. But as I said, they won’t fall in love with me, because I am old. I will give them a heart attack
[laughs]. Beauty is one of the flaws I have.
– Inés (42), 13 November 2019
Single and mother of five children, with her daughter in Colombia for three years
Because a woman, wherever she wants, she can get a job. [...] on the contrary, men don’t. Perhaps
because in many places they look for someone pretty to be like a waitress. Appearance, sometimes
appearance is important. So, for that, a man is not the same as a woman. Instead, you see a fat
man, so with his appearance, they think we don’t have work for you, there is no work. That is why
women find a job easier. [...] Physique and being well-groomed are very important for women to
get a job. […] And many people here do not give work to anyone, apart from their physics. Only if
she is a well-groomed woman, she may find employment. But if she is a woman who is poorly
groomed, they will tell her no.
- Agnes
Likewise, Elena – who is working as a camming model – emphasises that her appearance is of great importance
in her work. Together with her boyfriend, she makes pornographic videos to upload and stream on the internet
[Chapter 10]. While they are doing it as a couple, she is primarily the one in front of the camera and the image,
meaning that she must present herself well. Since the number of views determines their income, she must look
good on camera.
I would say like my job is as a performer and... I am the image, and he is like the brains behind all
of it. Like building the webpage and all these things. Although I still manage all of the like social
media and all of that. […] Talking with the jerks. […] And you know I always say like I'm not going to
be beautiful forever, I'm not going to be young forever. Someday these people may stop liking me.
One day you can be famous, and one day, they just don't, they don't care anymore.
- Elena
Elena further explains that as long as it is the best opportunity they have; they will continue to invest in the
business, hoping to make it as [international] camming models. Simultaneously, Elena questions this opportunity
due to the insecurity posed by her beauty's transience, as it may become an impediment when people ‘just don’t
care anymore’.
Another part of the female body and her appearance that has become a commodity in women's coping strategies
concerns hair. One day I join Nicole again, she compliments me about my long, blond and beautiful hair. She
gets her hair out of the bun on top of her head and shows it to me. ‘It is messy’ she says, ‘once I had it until here’
while she points at her waist, ‘I sold it for 200 mil pesos.’ She further explains that you need to have the length of
three hands long [about 30 centimetres]. She explains that she was happy to sell it because it meant that she
could buy her children food; she smiles and briefly touches her children's bellies. Before in Venezuela, Nicole
would have cared about her hair and appearance, but here in Colombia, she lives on the streets and spends her
days under the burning sun. It is hard to maintain after all. She argues: ‘I prefer to wear it short.’ (I.C. Nicole 29
October 2019). The commodification of hair is a common survival strategy amongst Venezuelan women. 40 Women
Sommer (2019), Associate Protection Officer of the UNHCR in Bogotá, explains to me that the UNHCR has received reports that many
women resort to what they call negative coping mechanisms - such as selling hair - to access basic resources (Orientation Phase, 2019)
40

90

like Nicole, but also Agnes and Luciana express that they were ‘happy’ to buy food for her children in exchange
for her hair. Agnes calls it ‘plata facíl’ which means easy money. It is a relatively quick way to earn money in case
of an emergency, like was the case for Luciana who needed medication for her child.
I did it as well [sell hair], because more than anything, there in Venezuela the majority does it,
because of the situation. […] I sold my hair to be able to feed my children. I had long hair, I had it
until here, my waist. […] Many [women] have cut their hair up to here; they are left with short, tiny
hair. […] It was eight months ago for a lot of money; it was worth a ‘mercadito’ [groceries] for two
weeks. I bought food for 15 days. […] It’s ‘plata facíl’ [easy money].
I wouldn’t do it anymore, no more. No, because it [long hair] is part of a woman’s beauty. [...] It was
such a decision, like something I had to do for them, for my children. [...] It hurts to see my children
like that, hungry for food. And I had no choice but to sell my hair. It was not easy, but something I
had to do so that they could eat. It is not easy to see your children go hungry.
- Agnes
I sold my hair; my hair was until here (lower back). I cut it for the girl who needed to take relieve
medication. […] It was worth a lot [about 300 mil pesos].
My hair will grow again, but it cost me, I did not feel the same without my hair. […] Of course, I was
feeling uncomfortable without my hair. But I didn’t feel ugly. I do not regret that I sold my hair, I do
not regret, and it was for her [daughter]. […] But if I had more [long hair again], it was still only for
once, no more. Only once I cut my hair.
- Luciana
Hence, on the one hand, women express they do not regret having sold their hair for a ‘good purpose’ such as
their children’s food or health. However, they simultaneously state that they did it only once and are not planning
to do it again. For Agnes, it was a sacrifice she made for her children, as she felt like having no other way to feed
her family. However, she argues, since long hair is part of a woman’s beauty, she would not opt for it again.
Likewise, Luciana felt uncomfortable without her hair and would not do it again. Moreover, the emphasis is placed
explicitly on selling hair as a sacrifice. In this regard, Esperanza puts in sharp contrast women who sell their hair
for worthy purposes [such as children], against women who do so to access irrelevant and ‘luxury’ commodities,
including drugs.
Yes, I would do it if necessary, because of a lack of expensive medications, which I can otherwise
not buy, or another emergency, I would. Hair grows again so you can simply just sell it. […] But some
women sell it because they like it. In other words, they have an absurd taste like: ‘I'm going to sell it
to buy a phone or a large luxury.’ Those are not the right priorities. Or they sell it for drugs. Like
there are men and women stealing women’s hair for their drug addiction. They are no good people;
they steal hair. So, we have to wear our hair up.
- Esperanza

Navigating Relations under conditions of displacement
Previously, I highlighted the difference it makes for women to have a partner, both during their migration journey
and under conditions of displacement in Colombia. In this chapter, I focus my attention on relations and [close]
friendships between Venezuelan migrant women and Colombian or Venezuelan that are initiated under
displacement conditions. My aim is to highlight Venezuelan female migrants' positionality towards these
relationships and interactions with men and analyse how they shape women’s Social Navigation strategies. In
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doing so, I take the navigation tactic of girlfriending, coined by Utas, as a starting point. It seems odd to analyse
relations [purely] as strategical or tactical, whereas relationships form a natural part of daily life, also under
conditions of displacement. Yet, this ‘naturalness of relationships’ rightly explains why they form an intrinsic part
of women’s Social Navigation strategies. Utas presents girlfriending as proactively loving the right person for
reasons of protection or upward mobility in terms of economic and social status. However, I suggest that
girlfriending can form a more passive navigation strategy as well, and take many different forms depending on
the perceived opportunities, challenges, and risks women face under conditions of displacement. In other words,
some women may indeed consciously evaluate and tactically navigate the opportunities and threats of
relationships. For others, relationships represent a more ‘natural’ part of their daily lives and survival strategies.
Obviously, these portrayals only present two ends of a broad spectrum, as relations are usually complex, fluid and
highly diverse.
‘Girlfriending’
I would say that if I find a boyfriend, a husband, it would be good. It would be an outcome because
we will no longer have to live in these poor conditions.
- Bruna
Like Bruna, several women express that they are open to a relationship and argue that it would be a relief in their
situation. As already indicated earlier, having a partner generally enlarges women’s opportunities in coping
strategies, especially with regards to combining providing and caretaking roles. In terms of opportunities,
challenges, and risks, women frequently perceive that having a partner or not matters. As already indicated in
chapter five, having a partner can be of great importance during the act of migration in terms of travel company
and order. Moreover, a partner may relieve the caretaking burden, as discussed in chapter 6. Nonetheless, a
significant part of my research population concerns female household heads who did not have a partner upon
arrival in Colombia. It is frequently argued that there are more challenges and risks involved for them, although
women also say that there are [more] opportunities for single women or mothers. Therefore, some women prefer
to stay alone, whereas others start a relation under conditions of displacement in Colombia. The latter has been
the case for Belinda, who was struggling to survive and make ends meet in Colombia until she met her current
Venezuelan ‘esposo’ [partner], with whom she currently shares her life.
When I was on my own – wow – it was terrible, very bad, because I had no help from anyone. I was
alone with my three-year-old baby. I was pregnant and not able to work; I felt like I had my hands
tied up. I had so many mixed feelings and cried every night; I asked God to help me, open the doors
of heaven: for employment, touch hearts, and all the things one usually begs God for. And I was
there fighting, fighting. […] I had to beg to be able to give dinner to my son and stuff, to try to survive
until well… until I met him, from then, he started to help me.
- Belinda
Belinda met her partner on a rainy night when he was looking for shelter. Both were spending the night on the
street. Since Belinda was sleeping on a mattress under a roof, she invited him to sleep on her bed. She presents
this act as a noble deed and explains that she wanted to reach out to him because she is a humanitarian and
sharing person. She also mentions that she wanted to ‘give it a chance’ because she was alone and could use a
helping hand herself: someone to protect her and represent her. She told him ‘yo no tengo perro que me ladre,
no tengo a nadie’ [I don’t have a dog to bark at me, I have no one] which is an expression meaning that she is
currently not involved with someone. In other words, she stated that she was ‘available’ and that he would not
get in trouble if he slept on her mattress. As a Venezuelan migrant himself, he was looking for someone to
accompany him as well. Belinda explains that from that moment onwards, he has been a generous support.
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We started sharing and all that, and now we are still together. When the girl was born, he was there.
He was there in the hospital and all that. We shared food, shared when I was falling short on things
for the girl, he is the one who gives me dinner, gives me everything I need. […] In everything, it was
an ‘ayuda idónea’ [ideal help] for me. […] I feel safe with him because he is an ‘ayuda idónea’. He
stays here with me and sleeps next to me, you understand? He is watching out for me, for my baby,
my son.
- Belinda
Belinda expresses that she feels very good about him and is grateful to God to have sent her this ‘ideal help’.
However, she also acknowledges that starting a relationship from scratch like this felt uncomfortable. Especially
considering they were both living on the streets in an unfamiliar country, and sleeping on the same mattress from
the first moment they met. Nevertheless, she states that ‘it is better to be together’, even though they still live on
the streets with her son and baby daughter of only 27 days old, and are frequently short on basic necessities.
Belinda considers that their relationship is built on mutual support, and perceives that having found a partner who
supports her family, concerns an improvement in her life under conditions of displacement.
I felt good, good, good, yes good it made me feel good, he was helping me, treating me very well,
he valued me, and I liked him because he had a beautiful vocabulary. […] Then we noticed that the
two of us were looking for the same thing. We were on the same level, you understand? So, we got
to know each other and all those things well, it was great. […] It was a good experience to meet him,
because, it was like, I don't know how to say it casually… I don't know how to say it is like it must have
been because I don't have another explanation than that it was God who made him cross my path,
out of the many prayers I had.
When you get to know someone and start a new chapter in your life, it is not easy. Because you have
to get to know someone first, you need to have chemistry, you need many things, like how to decide
to start living with a person to give an example. And so well, at the beginning, of course, it was
uncomfortable. In the sense that we slept together: to get close to each other before getting to know
each other. But I decided to give it a chance because I was alone. I was alone, and I needed someone
to help me. In other words, I needed someone to represent me, who would be in a different way my
husband, like for me to feel safe, you understand? Because I am sleeping in the street, for me to feel
safe. And he was this ideal help, and from there it started rolling. And more than anything, he was
looking for someone, how to explain, someone who made him feel like, to have someone next to
him, to protect him, who understands him. […] It is a way to survive as well, without a suitable and
humbly help there are little, little opportunities, so we keep on looking for ways.
- Belinda
After being left hanging by the father of her child, Sara found a Colombian boyfriend. She met him when she had
just arrived in Colombia and found herself in a moment of desperation. Their relationship started with a helping
hand, a gesture in which he offered Sara some water. Although their relationship was at first ‘pure playing, fucking’
in Sara’s own words, he soon started to support Sara in her caretaking role ‘, and now he loves my daughter’ she
says.
One day I did not have anything, and he passed by when I was sitting there. He called me and told
me he wanted to give me water. He gave me water, gave me food for the girl and accompanied me
to my house. […] And that's how our relationship began, pure playing, fucking. Then he got to know
my daughter. I brought her here, and whatever she asked for, he gave her. Then we became a
couple, and now he loves my daughter. […] He watches her when I am working and, he stays there
with the girl; he takes care of her.
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- Sara
Hence, similar to Belinda’s story, in describing how her relationship started, Sara emphasises her boyfriend's
support in caretaking tasks and his attitude towards her daughter. This is of great importance to her, and their
relationship cannot be separated from her motherhood role. Although her boyfriend does not have a stable job
either, he can occasionally support her financially. Sara describes how he gives her daughter whatever she needs,
and although she stresses that she does not expect him to pick-up the father role, his support has become a
crucial component of her coping strategy.
And when he has something, he gives it to her, if not, he is not obliged, because he is not my
daughter's father, right? When I need a diaper, I ask him to buy it. When I need milk, I ask. When I
need something, I ask, you understand? When he earns 20, he gives me ten and saves 10 for himself.
He helps me, although he is not the father of my child. He helps me a lot. When I don’t have diapers,
when I have nothing, he helps me. Right now, he doesn’t have the money himself. He told me that
he doesn’t have, and I told him if you don’t have, you don’t have. So, I find myself in a critical situation
right now because I have to have a diaper for her, and I don't have it. It is easier, because he has
helped me and he has given me things that I never had, like things the father of my daughter never
gave, and he gave it to her.
- Sara
In their relation, Sara and Belinda rely on their partner’s support to maintain and take care of their children. Hence,
again women present themselves as legitimate conduits of support in their name. Simultaneously Sara emphasises
that her boyfriend does not owe her or the girl anything, since he is not her father. When her boyfriend cannot
help her, she relativizes and responds in a calm, understanding, and rational way and emphasises her
independence and graciousness by expressing her gratitude for his support. Yet, simultaneously she places herself
in his dependence and performs the victim role, by highlighting the critical situation that she finds herself in as a
consequence of his lack of support. All in all, she argues that her relationship represents an opportunity and that
through him, doors have opened.
If he wasn’t helping me, how would I give my daughter the things she needs? So, I have more
options with him, because he helps me and gives me what I want. We are together for some time
now, since I arrived here in Colombia, and he has helped me, he opened doors for me, supported
me, gave me a hand when I needed it, and he helps me, like that.
– Sara
It is interesting to note that, for men, having multiple girlfriends is perceived as normal and often even admirable.
It is something men frequently joke and brag about. Women are most usually aware of their partner's cheating
behaviour. However, maintaining more relations as a woman is generally not accepted and can even be
dangerous. Thus, the opportunities and risks for women and men in terms of relations is gendered and sexualised.
In addition, it is often mentioned that when a man falls in love with a woman, they may 'obsess’ over them. This
is frequently labelled as something typical to the Latin America Coast and Machista culture. Several women
highlight risks of sexual and gender-based violence, especially when a woman turns down or cheats on a man.
For this reason, women mention that they must be cautious in their interactions with men who show interest in
them.
Both Inés and Julia’s mom share their experience with a man who ‘fell in love with them’ and ‘obsessed over them’.
For instance, Julia’s mother approached a guy [a mafia boss, she claims] who wanted to get to know her. She was
wary of getting involved, yet needed to be careful in her response because turning him down could also pose her
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at risk. Inés, in fact, lost her sleeping place when she refused to have sex with the guard of the park where she
lived with her children. When she turned him down, he told her to pack her things and leave the park.
He wanted to get to know her, which means he wanted to have a sexual relationship with her,
exactly, totally, yes. She didn’t say anything, she was like, okay... because if you say no, you put
yourself at risk. If you say yes, you commit. So, she only said, okay, something in between. She got
petrified, because these people, when they show interest like this, you never know what will happen.
They could simply harm you. So, the next night she slept in the house of her neighbour and the next
day in the morning she returned to Venezuela.
- Julia about mother
A case happened to me; I lived there with them [children] in the park, a closed park where the
Dueño [owner] took care of me. And he threw me out because he wanted me to have something
with him. But as I said no, he got upset and threw me out, with force. He wanted me to be with him,
and as I told him that I didn't like him, that I appreciated him as a person, a good person and a
friend, he said he didn't love me as a friend, that he loved me as his wife. And as I told him that I
didn't like him, that I didn't want to have sex with him, he threw me out. That same night. I asked
myself 'My God now what do I do?' I said in my mind: 'My God, what do I do now?' […] That's why
I left the park; I could sleep there if I got involved with him. But I said no, that I perceive him as a
friend, as an acquaintance. I said no to the support he gave us. He said that he did not care about
the support, nothing mattered, that for him, the important thing was that I would have relationships
with him.
– Inés
Women argue that the offered support is sometimes gratefully accepted by women relying on external support
to make ends meet. Esperanza and her boyfriend describe that women are sometimes eager to get involved in a
relationship and get pregnant in the hope to receive [more] support for their children. However, in the end, they
are left on their own with the caretaking burden, feeling disillusioned.
They may also say, ‘if I get pregnant of him, he will help me, he will help me.’ And it is entirely the
opposite. […] 'I'm going to look for a partner or to have a baby, and it's going to get better.’ And
it's the complete opposite. Sometimes that person even gets pregnant, and they are left hanging
and they have to be single mothers who have to move forward with the child.
- Boyfriend Esperanza
Silvía tells about a Venezuelan friend [21] who met an older Colombian man in Riohacha with whom she started
a relationship. First, he helped her, and they were not living together until she got pregnant and moved in with
him. Now she is comfortably living in his house, Silvía explains. She adds that from her perspective, her friend’s
relationship with the man is a strategical decision and describes it as: ‘well, a survival strategy’.
She came here, and the man was helping her. They were not living together, but they were involved
because of the support and all. But not like a loving relationship. So, she is with the Colombian man,
because he is helping her. It is not like prostitution, but she is only with him, because he helps her,
and they have this kind of relationship.
And now they are living together. […] I imagine that it is not out of love, but, more than anything,
her pregnancy was a determining factor. […] She says that she feels good with him, he is a good
man, and she is really, really comfortable in his house. So, she came alone and yeah she had the
idea like okay he is a good way to survive, but it wasn't like her intention when she first met him.
- Silvía
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Noemí started a relationship with a Colombian man who showed interest in her. Like Silvía’s friend, she explains
that she was never in love with him, but that she was with him because of his money: ‘for the money, he had
money. […] Every time I spent time with him, he gave me money.’ Some friends, join our conversation: ‘When he
comes, he spends time with her, he returns, and he gives her the money and leaves.’ ‘So, she simply continues to
be with him because he is helping her.’ They started a relationship and Noemí got pregnant and gave birth to a
baby daughter. However, in the opinion of Noemí, their relationship is over, but she feels stuck in the relation.
The man is renting an apartment for her and her baby, and she risks being kicked out if she breaks up with him,
meaning that she and her one-month-old daughter would have to sleep on the street. Moreover, she could lose
custody, because her daughter carries the father’s last name and has the Colombian nationality, while Noemí
herself resides in Colombia illegally.
Now he is bothering me […] I have had it up to here. […] You feel like choking for being with him,
while you don't want to, out of obligation. I am with him out of obligation. Nothing more. […] It’s
not an option [to leave], because I want her next to me, so I stay.
- Noemí
During her stay in Riohacha, Laura had several fleeting relations and is currently together with her Venezuelan
boyfriend. She states that her daughter is why she is together with him: ’It is because of her that I came here, to
eat, to get ahead and have a boyfriend’ (Laura, 5 November 2019). She explains that her boyfriend helps her from
time to time with food, diapers, and other necessities. Sometimes he gives her money to buy things for her
daughter and watches her daughter while she goes out street vending. Moreover, Laura mentions that because
of their relation, she no longer has to sleep with different men to make ends meet for her and her daughter, which
she considers to be better and more secure.
He buys me the clothes when he has money. He buys her [daughter] clothes, he buys her food
every night, and he won't let me go hungry. He buys her diapers, food, everything she needs. […]
He has to find work to bring her food, but every day he gives me food, and he gives me diapers.
[…] I want to be with him; I don’t want to be a single mother. Because at least with him I have
support. If it weren’t for him, I would have to work, ‘hacer rato’ [sleep with men]. And I don’t want
to do that. […] For that reason, I am together with him, because I do not want to do that. […] It is
safer with him than one and another, one and another, one and another. It is better to have one
man than to have three or four, or none at all who can help you. […] He treats me well, better than
the other men I had. He treats me well; he treats my daughter well.
– Laura, 5 November 2019
Although Laura states that her boyfriend treats her and her daughter well, she is also critical and cynical about
their relationship: ‘The worst thing about the maldito [bad guy]… he doesn’t notice anything. I have to sleep in
the street, and he leaves us to be robbed’ (Laura, 5 November 2019). Likewise, Laura is highly critical towards the
lack of support she receives from her daughter's biological father. Like Sara’s ex-partner, he left her for his ‘other’
family in Barranquilla. Since then, she is raising her daughter on her own and in her own words performing both
the mother and father role. Hence, Laura’s daughter has become the most valuable person in Laura’s life: ‘I'm
glad I have my daughter as a companion by my side. We are friends. She is my friend, my confidant, everything.’
(Laura, 22 November 2019). She emphasises that she prefers single parenthood and wants to continue to take
care of her daughter alone. Moreover, Laura tells me that she is not feeling very committed to her relationship
and plans to move to Cartagena without her boyfriend.
He left me in Venezuela. The father, he went to Barranquilla, and he left me hanging in Venezuela.
And I had to fight on my own. […] I am both mother and father to her. [...] I raise my daughter alone.
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She is two years and eight months old, and I will continue to raise her alone. Because I mean, since
she was little, I raised her alone and now I will continue to raise her alone. I don't want to know
anything about the dad.
- Laura, 5 November 2019
During my participant observations and numerous informal conversations in Parque de la India, I noticed that
fleeting and ad-hoc relations are part of the daily interaction between Venezuelan women and Colombian or
Venezuelan men. Cheating, fighting, and flirting is part of the day, and relationships come and go. These more
casual relations and dynamics portray how women navigate a sexualised terrain and ‘use’ their sexual agency to
balance the options and risks in their interactions with men. Whereas having a supportive boyfriend can be
particularly helpful in navigating the Venezuelan migration crisis, flirting or sleeping with men to gain access to
support, is another navigation tactic women may apply. However, to combine both strategies contains risks, as
stated by Laura below. Above, I discussed Laura’s approach towards her relationship with her current Venezuelan
boyfriend. She highlighted that he helped her in her caretaking role: ‘He treats me well; he treats my daughter
well.’ However, during my participant observations, I could not help but notice the flirtatious manner in which
Laura sometimes interacts with men [mostly Colombians]. One day on our way to the comedores, she seems to
know many men, whom she greets and sometimes asks for money in a playful manner (P.O. Visit Comedores 5
November 2019). Initially, Laura states that she is no longer involved in sex work because of her boyfriend. Yet
directly after, she mentions that she occasionally sleeps with men without her boyfriend’s knowledge, to earn
something extra. Because of the risk that he would kill her if he finds out, she keeps it a secret from him.
Here I am not working like that [sex work], because I have my husband here. Here I am not going
to do that. Sometimes I did it here as well, but he wasn’t aware of it, he didn’t know about it. He
would kill me; he’d kill me, kill me. He would take me far from the streets and kill me. It is very
dangerous; he would kill me.
- Laura, 22 November 2019
This quote is interesting to analyse with reference to her statements about her relationship before. It seems like
Laura shifts gender representations from Virtuous Saint, who distances herself from sex work and presents herself
as a loyal partner, to a Deliberative Agent, who strategically uses her sexual agency to navigate her condition of
displacement and caretaking role. Perhaps as an attempt to legitimise the fact that she is sleeping around or
keeping the money to herself, she adds that she uses the money to buy clothes for her daughter. Like mentioned,
Laura is making plans to move to Cartagena without her boyfriend and tells me about her plans to sell things on
the street and have sexual relations with men for a living. Hence, in terms of Social Navigation, Laura continuously
adjusts her coping strategy in alignment with the opportunities that arise and performs her gender and sexuality
in variant ways along the way [Box 4].
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Box 4: Gender Performances and Strategic Encounters
Since I was spending more time with Laura, I started to notice that she often contradicted her earlier statements.
Previously she mentioned that she perceived having a boyfriend as a better option than ‘hacer rato’, yet not
much later, she told me about her plans to move away from him and start sleeping with men again. Likewise,
she emphasised that her boyfriend was helping her and her daughter and treating them well, simultaneously,
she stated that she preferred single motherhood. In our conversations, as well as with other women, I started
to observe these gender representations and interpreted them as gender performances. In a way, Laura was
also ‘befriending’ me. Sometimes these performances were related to gender norms, in which women
emphasised their good caretaking roles, or women shared their sorrows with me about being behind on rent,
lacking resources for food, diapers or milk and highlighting their own and children’s needs and vulnerabilities.
Moreover, in Parque de la India, the women in the park sometimes greeted me elaborately, they hugged me
and approached me in a very friendly manner. Other times I was being ignored, or they were more abrupt.
When I visited the park, I used to have some fruit in my bag. One day I was sitting with a group of women and
one of the girls asked me for the naranja [orange], since I brought them to share, I gave her one. Afterwards,
she asked me for another one for her son, who was playing across the park. Since, women often played the
motherhood and sacrificing role, I found it noticeable that women were also tactical in asking for help. Another
day when I was joing Nicole and her sister-in-law, they were applying the same tactic. First her sister in law
asked for diapers for her small baby. When the lady gave her diapers, Nicole sent her niece after the woman
to ask for diapers for her baby as well. Thus, instead of sharing the aid, they are seeking to ‘maximize the profit’
strategically (P.O. PDLI 6 October, 31 October, Laura 5 and 22 November, Sara 19 November a.o.).
Rather Fight Alone
Like the ex-partner of Laura and Sara, the father of Alejandra’s child is not around anymore. He does not offer
support in her caretaking tasks: ’He does not help me or do anything for the children. Only from time to time,
and that's it.’ However, Alejandra argues that she does not want a partner and prefers to have her daughter as a
key priority. Similarly, Isabel was left by her partner when she got pregnant and is now taking care of her son on
her own. Even though she acknowledges that her prospects would potentially be better if her partner would still
be around, she is convinced that it is better not to have him around. He got out of his caretaking responsibility
and therefore, does not deserve another chance.
I am alone, a single mother. I feel better when it is just my daughter and me. I don't want to know
about attending again, to be in a couple, I don't want to. My concentration is my daughter right
now.
– Alejandra
Maybe, I would say we would have prospered, we would be together, but he didn't make that
decision. Instead, he went for the easy option. In other words, he got out of the responsibility he
had. That was to leave me, to be free. He did not take his responsibility because he wanted to be
free. […] I don't know, when I look back, at the time I needed him most, he didn’t help me. So, he
doesn't deserve another chance.
- Isabel
Thus, despite the advantages attributed to having a partner, not all women see a [committed] relationship as an
option. Sara underscores the opportunities and risks for single women in terms of access to support, which she
relates to their presumed vulnerability and reproductive nature. In her statement below, she highlights a number
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of considerations regarding women’s views on opportunities, risks and challenges involved. First of all, she affirms
that women are more likely to receive help for being a woman and more specifically for being a single woman.
On the other hand, Sara argues that being alone may also pose women more at risk of [sexual] exploitation and
abuse. In her opinion, the risk is related to the heightened vulnerability when you are alone and thus lack [male]
protection. With this, she specifically refers to the childbearing nature of women [who can give birth] and implicitly
links the vulnerability ascribed to women to maternal soft and caring characteristics. In a way, she victimizes single
women a priori and reaffirms the women-and-children paradigm in which the vulnerability of children is intuitively
ascribed to women as well.
I would say, if you are single, one has more advantages. Why? Because when you are with a man,
nobody helps you. And when you’re alone, everyone helps you. So, there are more opportunities
for women when they are alone. There are advantages to being single because you receive more
help. You receive more support, but there are also more risks. I would say that the stakes are that
they abuse or exploit you, it's called sexual exploitation, it is because they abuse you, they don't
want to give you what you need, nothing. It’s like that. They mistreat you, fight with you. [...] Why?
Because one takes advantage of who is alone, who can give birth.
– Sara
Other women rather fight alone because of a lack of trust in men, which is often attributed to the perceived
trouble, risks or harm men may cause. For example, men may form a threat to women’s caretaking responsibilities.
This is perceived problematic, as a mother is expected to put her children first at all times. Salomé, for instance,
utters her sense of vulnerability as a single mother of two daughters in the context of her displacement. Whereas
she wants to protect her daughters, she also realises that there are more risks for her and her daughters because
there is no one looking after them. She also mentions that several men have shown interest in her. Yet, she is
incredibly wary and distrustful towards them, especially regarding her daughters, whom she may pose at risk if
she would involve them in her life. Hence, in her approach towards a potential relationship, she presents herself
both as a protector and victim and argues that she rather stays in charge of the caretaking of her daughters, even
if it might be riskier as a single mother.
Sometimes I am afraid. Sometimes I am so scared because I am alone with my two daughters.
Sometimes I am scared. Of course, I don't have a person who is by your side and watches out for
you, takes care of you. We are alone, my two daughters and me. We never have anyone here. […]
So, I face more risks, because I am alone. Yes, there are definitely more risks because I am alone,
but I have to manage. My daughters come first and then the others.
There are many suitors, but no, nobody to help, but purely to harm one's life. No, not now. Because
I have two daughters, and that scares me. Because you see many cases in which a man shows
interest to reach the daughter. It is better to be alone; I prefer to be alone and not put my daughters
at risk. To put my daughters at risk? No. Because there is a risk that my boyfriend will fall in love with
my daughters and I want to protect them.
- Salomé
’Befriending’
Aside from love relations and preferred single parenthood, there are also relationships between Venezuelan
women and Colombian or Venezuelan men that seem to be more in a friend zone or a somewhat grey area.
These are close friendships that women describe as built on mutual support and respect. For instance, Ivana is
often accompanied by a Venezuelan man who became a friend of the family. He usually stays with them during
the night for protection, and they share their income and food. Furthermore, Ivana expresses that she hopes he
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will find work in construction so that he can financially support her family. She mentions that she sees him as a
friend, while he regularly admits that he wants to become her boyfriend, which causes tension in their friendship.
[I want to find a job here], and especially for him [points to her friend] so that he can help us. If they
give him a job, he can help us out.
- Ivana
Bruna has a Colombian male friend who - as a motor-taxi driver - sometimes helps her out. For her work as a
hairdresser, he often drives her to her appointments. Also, he has occasionally helped her with a loan when she
was running short on money: ‘He helps me a lot, he lends me money when I find myself in a difficult situation.’
However, she clearly states that they are not involved romantically and convinces me he is just a friend, also,
because he has a wife. Nevertheless, based on the story about their first encounter, it seems like his intentions are
of a more romantic nature.
He saw me one day, and he followed me to where I lived, and he said, and he was looking for a
room. It was a lie to start a conversation; so that he could talk to me. [Bruna’s son laughs and
comments: ‘a perfect way, I would do the same if I liked someone, of course’]. He told me that he saw
me and liked me […] he saw me and he followed me to where I live, and he came to me with the
excuse that he was looking for a room to talk to me, get in touch and talk. It was five months ago;
I've known him for five months now. But he is married, and so we are nothing. As I said, he's a friend;
he doesn't offer me anything. […] He is not my boyfriend, nor my husband, it’s not like we are
together or something, that we have something, or that we will have something in the future, no. He
is a friend; I told him that as well. […] But sometimes he helps me out, not financially because he is
also unemployed. He only has a motorcycle and brings me around like this.
- Bruna
Like Bruna, more women have a Venezuelan or Colombian male friend who helps them out on a regular basis
[sharing food or income, helping out in caretaking tasks, in transportation, serving as a so-called ‘protector’ of the
family or as mental and social support, e.g.]. Inés is often accompanied by a Colombian friend and explains that
they are helping each other out. Although he has a family in Barranquilla and does not have a stable job, he helps
Inés and her family where he can in terms of money or looking after her children. He calls himself an ‘amigo con
derechos’ [a friend with rights’] and expresses that he would like to become her boyfriend, but Inés adds that they
are taking in slow. Inés declares that mutual respect is central in their relationship and emphasises that she respects
his wife and home. She also refers to her responsibility towards her daughter and utters she is not taking
advantage of him for being a Colombian man. Both Inés and her friend seemingly attempt to legitimise their
relation by stating that they are not formally committed and emphasise the mutual agreement to respect each
other, including their families.
I am her ‘amigo con derechos’ [friend with rights], we are ‘walking’. It means rights to everything.
We are like in a relationship, but it is not official, we kiss and other things, but are not formally in a
relationship.
- Friend
He said he fell in love with me, which I liked. I was amazed. It was three weeks ago. But you [towards
friend] have your wife, and you told me that you didn't care; that you could help me either way. He
helped me when he was working; he gave me money to buy rice, the salty [meat, e.g.]. […] He told
me that if I wanted him to, he would find a job, to help me pay for the rent. But he still doesn’t work.
He told me that whenever I call him, he will help me. […] But I respect his situation, and I am not
taking advantage of him because of the crisis, because he is a Colombian. I have to respect his
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marriage, his wife, his children. […] I honestly feel right about him. He treats me well and all. And he
doesn’t pressure me; he is not forcing me. He knows that I am focusing on my daughter right now.
And he has his home, and I don't pressure him, I don't bother him. Your family, I respect your place.
I think about his wife, and I show respect, I've always told him in his face.
- Inés

Navigating Transactional Sex
In the first section of this chapter, I highlighted the stereotype about Venezuelan migrant women and their
assumed willingness to enter [sexual] relations on a transactional basis. As shown, there exists a strong discourse
about Venezuelan migrant women seducing and sleeping with [Colombian] men in exchange for money.
However, the stereotype related to Venezuelan women and sex work does not fall out of the blue sky either.
Although it is difficult to estimate the number of women involved in sex work to cope with the Venezuelan
[migration] crisis, most women I met know at least someone involved in sex work in response to the crisis. During
my orientation phase, I spoke to organisations and institutions working amongst Venezuelan migrants about this
topic. Many organisations express their worries about sex work as a negative coping strategy. In their view, the
relation between sex work and the Venezuelan migration crisis is evident, and Venezuelan women are rendered
particularly susceptible to risks of [sexual] exploitation, human trafficking and sexual and gender-based violence.
Hence, transactional sex is perceived as an ambiguous and risky coping strategy, especially when accounting for
lack of documentation; precariousness resulting from displacement; and the informality of the sex industry.
As previously discussed, Venezuelan female migrants are oftentimes portrayed as defenceless when approached
by men in a presumptuous, inappropriate or exploitative manner. Likewise, women involved in sex work are
frequently labelled as victims. Alternatively, they are judged for being a threat or immoral, or they are deemed
incapable of making reasonable agentive choices due to their precarious circumstances. Yet, the question remains
how Venezuelan migrant women themselves experience and perceive these risks and what their considerations
are towards this controversial survival strategy.
‘Hacer Rato’
Similar to the risks involved in engaging with the ‘wrong men’, sex work is often seen as a risky coping strategy in
terms of health, security, and sexual exploitation. Because many women lack legal documentation to reside or
work in Colombia, they also lack legal protection, which is compounded by the informality of the sex industry.
Women consider they risk being thrown out of the country or to get in trouble with authorities when working in
the industry. Therefore, Venezuelan women are generally reluctant to turn to the police if something bad happens
to them, even though informal sex work is often condoned in practice.
Additionally, many women in Colombia migrated independently and have a minimal social network in Colombia
to fall back on. Communication with their network in Venezuela is usually also obstructed by regular power cuts
in Venezuela, and limited access to communication resources. Moreover, taboo makes that Venezuelan women
involved in sex work, prefer to hide this part of their life from their families. As a result, their families are often
poorly informed about their actual circumstances in Colombia. As a result, Venezuelan female migrants are
arguably highly vulnerable and prone to risks of human trafficking, exploitation and sexual- and gender-based
violence. Elena and Carlos give an example of a young Venezuelan girl who came to Colombia to work as a
camming model in Medellín. Yet, upon arrival, she needed to hand-over her passport at the agency. Later she
disappeared from the radar, and the agency is nowhere to be found.
Look, the risk is that here there are people who know they are Venezuelan women. They will
immediately think we are prostitutes and want to pay for whatever. Or they offer us drugs and things
like that. […] And the danger is as well that the government and migration… Like when you don’t
have documents, they kick you out. Also, there is a lot of abuse when they grab people – women 101

they take away their papers and put them to work as a prostitute in whatever part of the country,
keep them imprisoned. […] Many women come without knowing, without knowing anyone, like how
things work around here. So, they don't have a place to sleep, and anyone may offer them a place
to stay and they may harm them.
- Esperanza
Girls are leaving the country without paperwork, I mean illegally. Girls in Venezuela hear about these
studios, and they say okay, I could go and make some money to support my family. And what do
they do? It's like, yeah, I want to work as a webcam model, where can I find a studio? And there are
these really shitty people making the same thing [studio] but in a shady way. They say like, you can
stay here, we need your passport for the confirmation, and they keep it. And it's like, Okay work.
And it's like, okay, I want to leave. No, you can't. […] You have to work, and everybody is like, well
I'm giving you food and a place to stay, and then they start exploiting them. And they don't have
any right to argue. You know, because they are illegal. So, they are ghosts here. You know, nobody
knows they are here, so they cannot go to the police or something because they're going to say
like, okay, yes, they're exploiting you, but why are you here? Come on; you don't appear anywhere.
So why are you here? And maybe their families don't even know they are doing that; they fear the
shame of being discovered.
- Elena and Carlos
Moreover, women who are sleeping with unfamiliar men for money admit that they are putting themselves in
danger. They state that they expose themselves to the risk of being raped, killed or mistreated every time they
leave with a man. Noemí, for instance, once went through a traumatic experience in which she thought she was
going to have sex with a man for money but was sexually exploited and raped instead. Especially in the evening,
weekend and holidays and at places where potential clients are drinking, risks are perceived to be high. At the
same time, women have more opportunity to find clients on these occasions. Several women state that they do
not prefer to work when it is dark, but in practice, they feel pressured to do so after all, for example when they
did not have enough clients during the day. It is namely considered riskier to sleep out on the streets when one
is unable to pay the rent (I.C. 31 October 2019).
Here in Colombia, yes, there are quite a few risks. For example, you should not be out so late,
because you can get robbed or raped. One cannot be out on the streets so late. I lock myself up
early; I am at home at 10 o'clock. They can rob you and take away the money you earned that day,
that you made with so much sacrifice. […] You have to leave early so that you avoid the risk.
- Salomé
It is dangerous and difficult because there are men who may take advantage of you. They can bring
you anywhere; they can kill you. Some men come with bad intentions.
- Elizabeth
It is sad because they do not think about the danger; they put themselves in. They hang out with
people who are drinking, consuming drugs, they can kill them and everything, because they are
prostitutes.
- Celia
They raped me when I just arrived here. At that time, we said, let’s go ‘hacer un rato’. And I believed
he was going to pay me. I thought he was going to pay me. He took me to the mountains on the
road to Maicao. He pointed a gun at me ... And I had to tell myself to let him touch me because I
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cannot… I will not let him kill me… Because I was aware of the fact that I had two daughters without
having seen them.
- Noemí
Personally, I have to admit that hearing and writing down the experience of Noemí has been very difficult, and I
can only imagine that reading it is highly upsetting. Especially with regards to the last sentence in which Noemí
mentions her daughters as the reason to let herself being raped and not defend herself is, to say the very least,
distressing. Again, the role of a mother is central to women’s mental and practical coping strategies. It is both
guiding in the decision-making processes of women, as well as it is a way to come to terms with unfathomable
experiences such as these.
I also fear men. I am scared to receive money from men like that because I never know where they
will take you. They can take me to a place that I don't know. And then, my daughter, with whom will
she stay? My family, with whom will they stay? It's a risk.
- Sara
It is very risky. What about diseases? How are you going to take care of your child when you are
sick? How are you going to continue working? Some women see it as the easy way out; they do not
want to make an effort. They charge nothing. If it were me, I would charge them the world. They do
not like to work hard and make an effort, they simply go for the easy option to earn more, but they
ignore the risks involved, that they can get a disease, that their children can be robbed, kidnapped,
that they may be subjected to many things. […] Because you do not know what diseases you may
risk or what harm they will do to you and your children, you leave behind. Like when men fall in
love, that is, they become obsessed with them [the women]. Then there would be a risk of children
being left alone. I don't like that. What if they kidnap or want to hurt your children? No. It’s a
dangerous job. It's risky to leave the children alone.
- Esperanza
[I sleep] With several, with one, with the other, with another, with another. [...] With several, but we
use condoms, always [...] because it is a risk to get pregnant or a disease. [...] It is my responsibility.
Some men agree to use it, but other men don't like it. So sometimes you have to force them. That
is your responsibility because we must protect ourselves, we must protect ourselves, he and I.
- Elizabeth
Aside from risks in terms of security, women also account for the health risks involved in sex work. In the opinion
of Esperanza, sex work is not only irresponsible in terms of diseases, but also with regards to mothers falling short
in their caretaking responsibilities. For instance, if mothers catch a disease or fail to keep an eye on their children
when distracted by men. Elizabeth is aware of the health risks involved in sleeping with multiple men. While several
Venezuelan women agree to have sex with men without protection out of necessity, she emphasises that using a
condom is a critical requirement for her. By placing the full responsibility to use protection on herself, Elizabeth
performs the caretaking role for herself and her clients. Nevertheless, the stakes of working in the sex industry as
a mother are simply too high in Sara's opinion. She reasons that since she is alone with her daughter, she will also
place her daughter at risk when something may happen to her.
‘Uno tiene que hacerlo’
‘One has to do it.’
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There [in Cartagena] I will sell caramelos, cigarettes and ‘hacer rato’, having [sexual] relations with
other men. I have to do that out of necessity. But not because I want to, I don’t like it. Why then?
Because of the baby. To buy her breakfast, lunch, dinner, diapers, food, clothes…
- Laura, 22 November 2019
I do not judge any woman for prostituting herself, because the majority who work in that, I think
they do it out of desperation. […] I believe that she must be doing it because of some need and
because like she is forced to do it. Because I have met women, like I know they do it out of necessity,
like the situation they are in gets tighter and tighter.
- Luciana
The statements above portray how sex work is being perceived as a last resort. It is emphasised that a lack of
alternatives and pressing circumstances are why women have sexual relations with men in exchange for money
or support. Aside from street vending, Laura explains that she is planning to ‘hacer rato’41 and emphasises that it
is not something she prefers to do. In her defence, she presents herself as a powerless victim and refers to her
daughter's needs and her role as a caretaker to justify her choice for transactional sex. Luciana explains that she
understands the decision to prostitute oneself and assumes that these women must be desperate to do so. In
other words, it is implicitly argued that the [only] legitimate reason to adopt sex work as a coping strategy, is the
lack of alternatives and pressing circumstances. Gender norms related to women’s presumed purity and innocence
arguably play a principal role in reducing transactional sex to a negative coping strategy, that can only be
understood as a last resort. From this perspective, women's victimcy and the emphasis on their caring and selfless
nature are an understandable gender performance. This view - that is widely shared amongst Venezuelan women
- also steers their understanding of sex work as a coping strategy. Julia’s aunt Carla started working as a prostitute
in Venezuela, four years ago, when the crisis became more tangible. When the situation in Venezuela deteriorated,
so did her number of clients and she decided to migrate to Colombia.
In Venezuela, she already did it, prostitute herself there. She started like four years ago, because of
the crisis, exactly. There, she couldn’t find a good job or let’s say, even if you have the best job, it is
not well paid. It is like there nothing will ever be sufficient to survive. So, in this desperate situation,
she started working in the sex industry. But later in Venezuela, the work was not the same anymore,
because men could not afford it anymore. So, she came to Colombia, and she started working. At
first, she wasn’t working as a prostitute; she was a cashier in Maicao. She was there working and
later she tried cleaning. I am not sure if it was in a hotel or house, but she worked in the domestic
sector. […] [Prostitution] was not her first choice, but it was the only option for her when she had no
alternatives left. Exactly.
- Julia about Carla, 31 October 2019
Julia explains that Carla decided to seek her salvation in migrating first and foremost for her two daughters, whom
she had left with her mother in Venezuela. She first started working as a cashier and domestic worker. However,
because these jobs did not last, she resorted to prostitution to raise money to support her daughters in Venezuela.
Julia emphasises that although she tried many other jobs first, falling back into prostitution seemed to be the only
option left available. In an attempt to understand the decision of her aunt, Julia reasons:
So, I often tried to understand why my aunt took this decision: to prostitute herself, indeed. Because
she seriously didn’t have another way, but later, I thought about how her life went, that she had
many problems. She wasn’t able to study, and neither did she know how to write very well, and in
‘Hacer rato’ is an expression that can be loosely translated as ‘hanging out’ or ‘doing/spending time’, which is generally referred to in the
context of the Venezuelan migration crisis as having brief transactional sexual interactions with men.
41
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her life, she had not worked a lot. She preferred being supported by her brothers and family. […]
And later, it’s like, she has two little girls, and I think that if she did not find work… If the people did
not give her the opportunity to work… If you don’t know what to do, like if your girl sometimes says
“mom I am hungry” it’s like... And then I understand how she would feel, it’s like, I don’t care, I am
going to sacrifice myself for her. And that is when she got to the point that for real you don’t find
any other escape and I do not judge. I feel like you shouldn’t have to make this decision, but I don’t
judge. It is like, I understand why it happened. I understand, but at the same time, I would have
hoped that on the way you look for other ways to survive.
- Julia
Julia is seeking for an explanation of her aunt’s decision. She only seems to come to terms with the outcome by
victimizing her aunt. In doing so, she rules out the option that her aunt deliberately entered the sex industry, and
hereby implicitly limits her aunt’s sexual agency. She emphasises all the alternatives her aunt tried in Colombia
before she resorted to sex work, and considers that her aunt’s past was a significant contributor that made her
prone to the sex industry. Besides the factors of Carla’s past, as mentioned in Julia's quote, she also adds that her
aunt was sexually abused as a child. This makes that Julia can show compassion and sympathy for her aunt’s
decision, although she would have hoped that her aunt chose another path. Primarily by referring to Carla’s love
for her children, helped Julia understand her aunt’s decision as a sacrifice she made for them. When Carla
disappeared off the radar one, and a half year ago, her family remains ignorant and puzzled of her whereabouts
and what happened.
She did all of this for her daughters. That’s why we don’t understand. She would not do this, leave
them, not calling them, stop sending money for them to eat. She is not this kind of person. Because
of that, we think that truly something happened/something must have happened. Because of that,
because she, all this, she did it for her daughters, not because she is a bad person. So, no, she didn’t
just disappear, something must have happened to her. She did not make this much effort to ignore
the girls later; it doesn’t make any sense.
- Julia
Likewise, Elizabeth explicitly refers to her caretaking responsibility for her children as a motivation for her to work
in the informal sex industry. At first, prostitution was an escape and way to access money relatively quickly to buy
her children clothes for Christmas. Yet, once she was earning money by sleeping with men and migrated to
Colombia with her children more permanently, she continued to do so in order to maintain her family. The lack
of job opportunities and daily needs of her children are for her the primary reasons to stick to this coping strategy.
One does it for the money. [I do it] for my children. Because if I don’t, they would be dying in the
streets. I would not have anything to give them when they are hungry or thirsty. Like I told you, right
now I have nothing… I don’t even have enough for an arepa, or a plate of food, anything, nothing.
So far, I have not found work. There is nothing for me.
– Elizabeth
The lack of alternative and legit options is a prominent reason women start working in the sex industry. Moreover,
sex work is particularly justified for the ‘right purposes’ such as children. For single mothers, sex work is perceived
as the only option left available. In particular, because they usually have a limited network to rely on and have
many responsibilities. In this case, sex work is also seen as a sacrifice of a mother for her children. On the one
hand, they are seen as vulnerable victims for not having another choice but survival sex. On the other hand, these
mothers are praised for their bravery, and their sacrifices are considered reasonable and laudable.
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For some women, it is difficult as well because they have to do it to be able to survive. […] There are
many women alone here. They do not have anyone to defend them, nor to help them. And they
have to do this. They have to go out on the streets and sell their body; they call it prostitution. […]
Some of them I understand, because they do it for their children, to feed them. It is like a sacrifice
they have to make for them.
- Agnes
Yes, I think I would do it for my daughters, yes. Because it is hard to see your children going hungry
and they tell you ‘I am hungry.’ That's why if I didn't have my husband and the situation certainly
tightens me, tightens me, of course, that is, I would set aside my conscience. If my daughter would
almost die and there is nothing else, I could do, of course.
- Luciana
They do it for their children, out of necessity. I understand because I'm a mom too. And for my
children, I do whatever it takes.
- Elsa
In my opinion, they are women of value, they have much dignity, and I think they are brave.
Obviously for her children: everything. In other words, for a child, she [a mother] gives everything,
everything. They say for their children they do it all; they take it. In their situation, I understand their
decision, because the children are not to blame, they are not to blame. And they, as a mother, they
have to do everything for them. Yes, they are brave women.
- Esperanza
Elena finds herself balancing her representation as a victim and deliberate agent concerning her involvement in
the camming industry.42 She and her partner Carlos started working as cam models in Venezuela when the crisis
unfolded around them. As the power cuts in Venezuela became frequent, they migrated to Colombia for a stable
internet connection and continued to foresee in their living through camming. During a long and honest
conversation about their coping strategy, Elena, on the one hand, portrays their work as cam models as liberating,
an opportunity and even as a destiny. However, on the other hand, she argues that the Venezuelan crisis pushed
them into the industry. Moreover, Elena expresses that she struggles with stigma, judgements, and feelings of
guilt towards her parents in particular. She explained to her mother that she would never have considered working
in the industry, but that when the opportunity arose, they had to take it.
This is something that this situation [the crisis] is like trying to change us all. And we are doing the
best we can to hold on over here because we don't want to leave. […] But well, the situation is
growing bigger every day, and it pushed us into this [camming]. We are here right now because we
couldn't do it anymore.
So, she [mother] says like, 'Well baby, but that is something that is really like, I don't know what the
people are going to say...' And I said 'Well, but mom, people are not putting a plate of food on your
table or on my table.’
Although Elena is not a mother herself, she also justifies her resort to sex work based on her caretaking role. It
allows her to sustain her mother in the context of the Venezuelan crisis. She fortifies how she takes her

Elena and Carlos are making a living by camming, which means that they are (live)streaming pornographic videos on the internet against
payment.
42
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responsibility as a daughter, by putting herself off against her mother’s partner who criticizes their decision but
fails to provide for her mother.
I feel like the only one thing you could do to spare some of the rest of her life is to give her some
support, because I'm still trying to figure out a way to help her out to be steady. As long as we are
keeping this job, that you criticized so much.
Moreover, she places her work as a cam model in contrast to Venezuelan girls' decisions who prostitute
themselves and get into a relationship with bad guys, which she considers even worse and more harmful. She
states that they are not harming anyone, and neither is anyone causing her harm. Moreover, she highlights that
sharing their love for each other to the world as something positive and valuable.
I was just like ‘Mom, this is what we are doing, without putting a gun in our hands, without putting
my body in the streets for somebody else to touch it or anything worse than that.’ […] Over there
[Venezuela] if you wanted to have a drink in the weekend; if you want a car; if you want a good cell
phone, you need to… I don't know, be a prostitute or be with a mafia guy, all sorts of shitty thing.
So, I was I was talking to my mom like, ‘Yeah, this is what people are doing there, and that kind of
people is the one that is criticizing us. For what? For loving each other and showing it to the world.
He's - I called him my husband - and I don't have a paper or don't have a ring on my finger, but
he's my husband because I've lived with him for four years it's pure love what we have over there.
He hasn't put any kind of condition in my head NOTHING. I feel certain about this, and I'm so sorry
we cannot take it back. But this is, this is who I am.’
We really want to… as I said, I was doing it for getting something better for the future. I told her
'Right if we get something better in the way we're going to do something better, and even if we still
have this, but we are still going to try, because, it is what we have.'
- Elena
During the conversation with Elena and Carlos, the navigation of gender performances and representations was
apparent. On the one hand, Elena refers to the lack of worthy alternatives and externalises her decision as she
presents herself as a powerless victim of the Venezuelan crisis. On the other hand, she presents herself as a
gracious and loyal partner and an independent and deliberate agent. All taken together, Elena presents herself in
multiple ways and calls upon her sexual agency to defend and justify her assumed controversial coping strategy.
This portrays how she actively navigates her gender performances regarding her sexuality and gendered coping
strategy according to the gender norms and expectations.
‘Plata facíl.’
‘Easy money.’
As portrayed above, women express their indulgence about women who ‘have to’ work in the sex industry out of
necessity and display them as strong mothers who sacrifice themselves for their children. At the same time, they
are critical of sex as a coping strategy. Although women generally understand that a mother goes through fire
for her children, they also state that alternative options like begging or street vending are perceived as more
noble possibilities. Hence, transactional sex is considered a sacrifice on the one hand, as well as an ‘easy option’
and a ‘bridge too far’ on the other.
It [sex work] has never been an option for me, nor do I want it to be. I prefer to beg people for a
thousand pesos, 500 pesos. [...] I have not gone as far as sleeping with a man. [...] No I do not do
that. I will not sleep with a man for money.
- Elsa
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I imagine that if I were standing in their shoes, I would sell 500 empanadas,43 but that [sex work]…
no. I don’t know. No. What these women do reaches the limit, I would not go as far as that. I disagree
with that because there is much more work than prostitution. I would not do it. Even though one
says, ‘for my children I do everything’, there are certain limits. Like this is something delicate. […] This
would be a limit for me because there are always other options: sell cigarettes, caramelos, or
something, minutes. But with prostitution, I do not agree, not even a bit.
- Esperanza
For my children everything, for my children everything. Thank God, I have never been in that position,
thank God never. But [if I were] I would first try to exhaust all the other options.
- Silvía
As shown in the abovementioned statements, women argue that there are always other options in terms of coping
strategies that could be considered before turning to transactional sex. In alignment with these arguments, María
José opines that no matter how big the necessity is, there are always alternative ways to survive. She also states
that women working as prostitutes do so because they want to [‘porque quieren’ ‘porque les gustan’] and are not
used or willing to work as she does. The way she sees it, her survival strategy [selling sweets] is more of a sacrifice
than the one of women who choose for ‘plata facíl’ [easy money]. She claims these women are used to get
everything easy, instead of working and sweating for their income. In other words, she does not perceive sex work
as [hard] work or as a legitimate income generation strategy. Martina, on the other hand, considers begging more
humiliating than working as a prostitute. She reasons that prostitution is more of a job than relying on people to
give you money through begging, which she considers ‘plata facíl’.
Here at least, I have seen many, many, many surviving methods. Because it’s like, a woman who
prostitutes herself does it because she wants to. Because if she would have wanted to work for real,
why doesn’t she take a bag of sweets to sell? She doesn’t sell sweets as I do. They are people who
are used to getting everything easy. They don't like to sweat for their work; they don't like that kind
of life. Because I have seen many, many women who have come here to work, to survive, to fight.
You don't necessarily have to prostitute yourself. You can sell confectionery; you can, as I said, look
for a corner to sell it. I know that there are many, many, many ways to survive. You don't necessarily
have to prostitute yourself like that. It’s not out of necessity. […] They go for the easy option, the
easiest way. Some people like to get everything easy, that everything is given to them and I am very
critical towards this.
- María José
I prefer a thousand times more to prostitute myself than to beg with my son. Really. Because I would
prefer that a thousand times more than begging because I would be ashamed, I think it is
humiliating. Of course. Because people say that it's not a job, it is the first thing they say indeed. I
prefer to prostitute myself. After all, I know that it is practically a job because people do it as their
job. And I would genuinely prefer that.
- Martina
Moreover, according to Laura, it is not just ‘plata facíl’. On the one hand, she agrees that it is not ‘hard’ work in
the sense that she ‘only’ needs to take off her clothes. Yet emotionally, it is not easy to have to sleep with men,
and it is not something she actually likes to do. In order to cope, she mentions that she always makes sure she is
Empanadas are a Spanish or Latin-American pastry turnover filled with savory ingredients that are either baked or fried.
https://www.farmersalmanac.com/what-the-heck-is-an-empanada-20973
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under the influence of drugs and sees herself as ‘lost’ or a ‘mess’. She argues that alternative [income generation]
options are scarce and do not weigh up against the money you can make by having sex with men.
It is not really ‘plata facil’. Like it's ‘easy money’, but I don't like it. It is not easy. It is ‘plata facil’
because you do not really have to do something. Like the only thing is to take off your clothes and
that’s it. But it is not easy. It’s like you get the money ‘easy’, but it is not ‘easy’.
It's hard to have to sleep with a man you don't want to sleep with, that you don’t like. Sometimes
with an old man, sometimes. So no, I don't like it. But I have to do it out of necessity. [...] To sustain
myself, to not starve. […] Always with drugs, without I couldn’t do it… to forget all.
Yes, there are other options, but around here it is so difficult. […] If you sell candy, you don't make
money. Like you only make two thousand pesos, and you have to work hard. And for the food and
the rent, and all that it’s not enough. So, you have to do this: ‘hacer rato’.
- Laura 22 November 2019
Depending on the situation, Laura ideally charges 50 mil pesos 44 to sleep with a man and states that she would
not go lower than 30 mil pesos in her negotiation. Elizabeth, who is also working in the informal sex industry,
explains that she needs about three or four clients a day if they pay her well and five or six if they pay little. She
claims that she is the one deciding on the price and usually asks 30 mil pesos or occasionally 20 to 25 mil pesos,
which is a bit below the minimum [Colombian] women charge. Also, she or the client needs to pay for the room,
which is about seven to ten mil pesos. María José, on the other hand, earns about 10 to 15 mil pesos for a whole
day begging and selling caramelos. Women selling tinto like Salomé, earn about ten mil pesos a day. Beatriz earns
about 15 to 20 mil pesos for vending the Colombian men's products with his food truck. In other words, one sex
client generates an income of nearly 300% in comparison to alternative coping strategies. Yet, many women settle
for a lower income through hard work and present themselves as sacrificers, mostly for their dependents. Sara
considers that although women are likely to earn more with sex work, the price they charge is low. While being
able to provide for her daughter is in fact one of her principle worries, it is nothing compared to the value she
attaches to her own body. Hence, Sara sees survival sex only as a short-term and unsustainable solution and
rather settles for less through begging. Her opinion is being shared by more women who also take the health
risks associated with sex work into consideration. The diseases do not weigh up against the money earned,
because in the long-term, a disease further complicates your life as a migrant they argue.
I know women like that - more than one - who prostitute themselves. They are selling their bodies
for nothing because of the crisis. I have seen many paisanas who sell their body for 20 mil pesos.
It's nothing, that's what I spend on the food for my daughter, 20 mil pesos, which is nothing. It goes
like this [snaps fingers], the money that they give you for being with another man, it goes fast.
- Sara
The disease stays, but the money disappears. The money they earn is not going to help them get
rid of the diseases that will stick.
- Elsa
With regards to the story about Julia’s aunt Carla who ended up working in the sex industry, one may disagree
with the statement that sex work ‘plata facíl’. After working as a prostitute for some time, Carla shifted from having
sex with multiple clients to entering a ‘committed’ relation against payment with only one partner. Via her work
as a prostitute, Carla met a man who wanted her to become his ‘partner’ against payment. In contrast to
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prostitution [sleeping with multiple men], Julia explains that this option seems more secure in the sense of a higher
and more stable income. ¿Plata facíl…? Not so much, because at the same time, this relation also contained the
risk of getting involved with men with potentially bad intentions. In Carla's case, things got out of hand when she
wanted to get out of the relation. The family stopped hearing from her, and she disappeared from the radar two
years ago. Since there exists a chance that Carla has become a victim of human trafficking networks or mafia
groups, it is risky for the family to trace her via the police. Moreover, because Carla entered the country via the
trochas, she is now untraceable as Migración is unable to determine whether she is still in the country or not.
In the beginning, it was not all bad. It wasn’t simply all terrible. Later he started using drugs and
alcohol. And when he noticed she didn’t want to work with him anymore – because she wanted to
tell him I don’t work with you any longer, I am going to another place – he began to say that he
would hit her, and she had these marks. He said, ‘you are mine’. That is what she told my cousin.
[…] So, since the moment she told him she didn’t want to be with him, things changed, got worse.
So, we don’t know exactly what happened. Whether she died, or if he kidnapped her. We could say
that, without contact with the outside world, with her family, locked up. We don’t know for sure. My
cousin saw her beaten up, skinny, with dark eyes, she saw her like that, it was the last time she heard
and saw from her. So, it is hard.
- Julia about Carla
For Isabel, sex as a coping strategy is appealing and perhaps ‘plata facíl’, also because she used to work as a
prostitute in Venezuela. However, after her accident; her son's birth; and her migration to Colombia, she drastically
changed her life and does not want to enter the industry again. Her son is her primary motivation since she wants
him to be proud of his mother for not taking the easy way. In the case of Salomé, prostitution sometimes seems
to be an attractive option, as she is tired of her life as a migrant in an unfamiliar country and her daily struggle to
make ends meet for her and her two daughters. She admits that there are moments when following her friends
into prostitution seems considerable. However, in the end, she does not see it as a sustainable solution, first and
foremost, because she wants to set a good example for her daughters.
I don’t want that life anymore. Here in Riohacha, I met some friends from my past, they have cars
and all, and they ask me: ‘Why are you not working anymore?’ But I don't want to go back. I want
to change my life so that people will tell him [son]: 'Your mother was fighting in her life and did not
take the easy way and do bad things.' I want to better myself and protect him.
- Isabel
Sometimes I found myself in the circumstance of having wanted to fall into prostitution, but I didn’t.
To sell my body, but no. No, I do not see that as a solution. I don't see that as a solution. That is the
easy way [‘vida facíl’]. Now things are more complicated. [...] I have seen many friends who have
taken this option, but no, I do not see it as a solution... Sometimes when I feel like drowning…
sometimes I nearly fall for it, but no, I have to show respect to my daughters. [...] I think it is better
to work. Although there are women who are not satisfied with 10, nor with 15 ... I am content to have
enough to pay rent and feed my daughters.
- Salomé
Through the lens of Gender Performativity and Normativity, Isabel and Salomé seek to perform their gender role
as graceful, dignified and virtuous mothers who deserve their title according to the gender expectations and
norms that [unconsciously] guide them in their gender performances. Hence, the stereotypes and stigma related
to survival sex are important reasons women avoid being associated with it. Sara does not want to be seen with
a man and prefers to beg, which she considers a humbler job. Martina does not consider sex work as a moral job
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either and instead argues that women should care about their reputation and look for a decent job that will not
only foresee them in their daily needs but help them to get ahead.
There are girls of 13 or 14 years old that come from Venezuela and others come here to prostitute
themselves. It can't be like that. You have to work. I, honestly, prefer to beg than to prostitute myself
with every man. Yes, I prefer to beg, I beg God a lot, and I beg people to help me. I prefer that over
prostituting myself to people, to men. […] I prefer to beg, to not have to prostitute myself, and that
everyone looks at me like, 'look that girl there is kissing and all with a man for money, and I tell you,
I saw another man giving her money.' It looks repulsive.
- Sara

Concluding Notes
In this Chapter, I discussed the sexualised terrain that Venezuelan female migrants navigate in their migration
journey and Riohacha. The terrain is characterised by risks, assumptions and stereotypes related to the sexuality,
gender and migration status of Venezuelan migrant women. The female body, including physical appearance,
sexuality and hair, has become a commodity to earn ‘easy money’. Likewise, it concerns a vulnerability that may
expose women to risks of harassment, mistreatment or exploitation.
Additionally, women are also actively initiating or navigating relationships with men under conditions of
displacement in Colombia. They may enter committed or fleeting relationships, which naturally become part of
their navigation strategies through [mutual] support systems. There are also cases in which women indicate that
they prefer to stay single, predominantly to focus on their caretaking role or because it is argued that single
women may have more access to support. In addition, some women navigate their relationships with men in a
more passive manner. In this regard, women keep the relationship rather lose and emphasise that men were the
ones to approach them or fall in love with them [first]. However, they hold back on becoming their girlfriend and
instead ‘befriend’ [friendzone] the guy.
Interestingly, Venezuelan women's partners and friends do not necessarily concern ‘key’ persons for upward
mobility, as suggested by Utas. They are either Venezuelan migrants themselves or without stable employment.
Hence, the support is relatively marginal and portrayed as mutual, respectful, and non-exploitative compared to
more one-directed gains as assumed in the concept of ‘girlfriending’. Moreover, to legitimise and give meaning
to their relation, women present themselves [as well as their partner or friend] as noble, considered and innocent.
Again, women’s commitment towards children is exceptionally high and plays a determining factor in their
relationship considerations. Women may enter a relationship to have a helping hand or prefer to stay single and
focus on their core responsibility as a caretaker.
Moreover, as portrayed above, transactional sex as a coping strategy in the Venezuelan migration crisis is
perceived as a negative coping strategy. The bad connotation and risks involved make women particularly wary
or judgemental towards women’s resort to sex work. Moreover, while opting for transactional sex seems out of
line with women’s caretaking responsibilities, children are, on the other hand, a principal motivation for women
to [consider] the sex industry. This means that transactional sex is regarded as a legit option because of little
alternatives in a displacement setting. Hence, Venezuelan women's attitudes towards sex and [sexual] relations as
a coping strategy in the context of displacement vary.
Moreover, there exists a thin line between agentive choices for sex work as a coping strategy and the negative
connotation of transactional sex. Whereas some women express that they got involved because they lacked
alternatives in their pressing circumstances ‘uno tiene que hacerlo’ [one has to do it], other women see it as ‘plata
facil’ [easy money]. The former perceives sex work as a sacrifice, while the latter argues that not resorting to
transactional sex is the real sacrifice. Some women deliberately choose to work in the sex industry or understand
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the decision of doing so. In women’s stand towards transactional sex, the predominant role of victimisation,
justification and shaming is apparent amongst women involved in the industry, as well as outsiders. Under
conditions of displacement, women may see transactional sex as an option, risk or a ‘demerit goods’ and judge,
defend, or distance themselves from it based on gender norms and through Gender Performativity. In other
words, women position themselves as victims, agents, or saints in the sexualised terrain they navigate. Again, these
positionalities are slippery and flexible in the sense that women may shift their attitudes and self-representation
according to the situation. Without a doubt, the lack of alternatives and risks related to transactional sex and moral
concerns regarding the objectification of the female body are highly relevant to account for. Nevertheless, it is
questionable whether perceiving women’s resort to sex work as a ‘last-option’ coping strategy is not, in a way,
diminishing their sexual agency. In the end, it implicitly discards that women may also deliberatively opt for
transactional sex as the best or most profitable coping strategy in their circumstances.
In their coping strategies like begging, street vending [selling tinto] and sex work, women rely much on men. First,
because of the general experience that men are more willing to help them, whereas women seem to be more
reluctant. Secondly, there are many cases in which men are interested in helping women in the hope to receive
something in exchange: sometimes explicit, other times more subtle through a long-term investment in a
relationship [girlfriending]. Furthermore, although it is frequently argued that men face more obstacles in finding
work, they are often perceived to be the ones who need to find a job to subsequently sustain or support a woman
and her child(ren). Also, women who are living on the streets value the company of a man for protection. These
gender dynamics portray how women continuously perform gender roles as a mother, victim or (potential) partner
and navigate their gender role according to the context and situation they find themselves in.
When it comes to navigating sexuality and a sexualised terrain, women play the moral police, the loyal partner
and worthy mother. They may perform the role of the Virtuous Saint by underscoring graciousness and
humbleness, for instance by emphasising the respect and innocence within their relationships of mutual support.
Likewise, downplaying physical appearance or stop selling tinto is a way to perform gender as a gracious woman.
Other women set themselves off against women with less decency who are working in the sex industry. Women
also present themselves as Powerless Subjects or Noble Martyrs by stressing the lack of agency and options under
conditions of displacement and ‘playing’ the victim or caretaking role. Lastly, the Deliberative Agent is presented
through tactical and considerate trade-offs made by women in the navigation of relations or their call upon the
sexual agency amongst others [see table 3].
Table 3 Gender Performativity and Social Navigation of Sexuality under Conditions of Displacement

Women as sexual beings
the female body, sexuality, girlfriending, transactional sex
Virtuous Saint
Distancing, Judging, Moral Policing, and Presenting oneself as a worthy caretaker or loyal partner
Powerless Subject
Highlighting the lack of agency and options
Noble Martyr
Performing the victimcy and caretaking role
Deliberative Agent
Tactical Navigation of trade-offs and Stressing sexual agency
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8. Conclusion and Discussion
In the conclusion of this report, I would like to revisit the central research question of my thesis: “Under conditions
of displacement, how do Venezuelan women in Riohacha, Colombia perceive and navigate challenges, risks, and
opportunities in their gendered coping strategies?” By posing this question, the aim has been to reach a deeper
level in understanding how Venezuelan migrant women navigate their condition of displacement and how their
coping is gendered.
As highlighted in the problem statement, displacement is not gender-blind, and neither are the experiences, ways
of coping and perceptions in this context. In times of crisis and displacement, it is often argued that women and
children bear the brunt of displacement, and they are frequently considered a group of heightened concern.
Moreover, it is argued that the precarious situation in which migrant women may find themselves, can push them
into coping strategies that are considered potentially harmful and risky. However, with this assumption, one may
easily overlook what the woman in question considers a risk, opportunity, or challenge in the context of her
displacement conditions and coping strategies.
In the context of this thesis, I, therefore ‘asked the women in question’ about their perception of and coping with
the challenges, risks, and opportunities in the context of the Venezuelan migration crisis. Through the combined
lens of Social Navigation [Vigh] and Gender Performativity [Butler], an interesting and insightful theoretical
perspective contributed to the analysis of the gendered coping strategies of Venezuelan migrant women from
their own points of view. With the three sub-questions in the back of my mind, I will continue to discuss and
analyse the key topics and insights stemming from the background chapter and empirical chapters of this thesis.
In doing so, I will also highlight some remarkable issues as food for thought. Eventually, I aim to formulate an
answer to my main research question and close my thesis with some last remarks on the study's limitations,
accompanied by a number of suggestions for further research.
In the Background Chapter, a brief overview of the Venezuelan migration crisis set the scene for the empirical
chapters that would follow. This chapter highlighted how the once-prosperous Venezuela fell apart and caused a
socio-economic and political crisis of great magnitude, which resulted in a mass outflux of migrants to Colombia.
When inflation levels had accelerated to unprecedented high levels, and extreme food shortages nationwide
denied people their access to daily ration; about five million migrants were forced to leave their homes and seek
opportunities elsewhere. Colombia received the great majority of no less than 1.8 million Venezuelans. However,
in an overwhelmed and overstretched host country in terms of little employment opportunities; a highly uncertain
migration policy; and an ‘infant’ aid network, 45 included that the lives of the incoming migrants were frequently
put on hold. Riohacha, the La Guajira department's capital city located in the border region, has received a
substantial number of Venezuelan migrants. However, since La Guajira simultaneously concerns one of the
poorest and most disadvantaged Colombian departments, there is little to offer the migrants that settle here.
The lives of Venezuelan migrants in Venezuela prior to their departure and during their migration travels and
under conditions of displacement in Riohacha are characterised by uncertainty. The uncertainties they face are
multilateral; they take radical and protracted forms and be navigated accordingly. Yet, to comprehend the
suspense from a gender perspective, I specifically looked at the gendered caretaking roles and the uncertainties
in what I call a sexualised terrain.
The decision to migrate was frequently made first and foremost for their dependents and in the name of women’s
caretaking role. Hence, the responsibility for dependents and children turns out to greatly impact the Social
Navigation strategies of women [mothers] and play a crucial role in mothers' decision-making process to leave
Referring to the fact that the aid network in Colombia, as well as the Colombian government, have little
experience with hosting refugee and migrant populations and much of the aid needed to be set-up from the
basics.
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Venezuela and look for opportunities elsewhere. Not only are their children a primary incentive for women to
migrate, but they also influence how women organise their migration journey in terms of which route they take
and the composition of their travel company. This also includes that the Venezuelan crisis not only caused
uncertainty in the lives of women in terms of a lack of resources to provide for oneself and one’s family, but that
the uncertainty, in fact, touches upon a much deeper level, which is namely the caretaking role of women that
were under pressure as a result of the crisis. This is also highlighted in women's statements emphasising how they
used to or are supposed to take care of their children compared to what they could do in the crisis circumstances.
For instance, they state that mothers should feel verdadero amor for their children; make sure they are not short
on anything; should be protected, fed, educated, nurtured, and above all, showered with love. Likewise, women
felt responsible for contributing to and taking care of their families and were struggling with the fact that they
could not do so, or they even felt like a burden. Moreover, women feel a strong sense of responsibility towards
their mothers, for they are the ones who taught them what caretaking includes in the first place. Another
uncertainty brought to light was concerned pregnancy in the context of decaying health services, as well as the
inaccessibility of powder milk in Venezuela when a women were unable to cater their daughter themselves, due
to poor diets as they explain.
All in all, women express their insecurities about falling short in caretaking and providing responsibilities towards
their dependents. This incorporates their inability to guarantee their children's health and overall well-being,
including their unborn child and own reproductive health. These uncertainties eventually motivated women to
migrate as an attempt to continue to live up to their caretaking roles. Even more so because the pressure and
indeed insecurity felt by women for not providing for their dependents weighed heavy on them. The act of
migration in this sense was not only a way to escape the crisis, but also a way to reshape their caretaking
performances. For instance, by seeking ways to support their dependents through remittances; staying close in
the border region; or finding ways to look after their dependents under displacement conditions in Riohacha,
Colombia. Hence, the uncertainty in Venezuela motivated many Venezuelans to act and evaluate their options,
yet, for women, in particular, this was intrinsically related to their uncertain caretaking role.
The act of migration itself and future perspectives in Colombia were highly uncertain and exposed women to
several challenges and threats indeed. Frequently, women had to make difficult trade-offs in their migration
strategies. First of all, women faced a dilemma travelling with or without their children to Colombia. Based on their
caretaking instinct, women expressed that they wanted to keep their children close because a ‘true mother’ would
never abandon her child. However, another reason that they would be better able to take care of their children
through remittances. Women's social navigation is particularly apparent in this context, as women strategically
strived for the best optimum, and frequently adapted their initial coping strategy [to bring or not to bring their
children] along with the way, due to new insights and circumstances.
Furthermore, there are uncertainties, risks and challenges involved in travelling alone as a woman or together
with children. The trochas are considered a dangerous route, whereas the Raya is perhaps safer, but also more
challenging when women travel without the required documents. This is particularly problematic regarding the
father’s permission that is needed when women travel alone with their children. In such a scenario, the risk of
travelling via the trochas is often taken for granted. In contrast, other mothers choose to leave their children
behind in Venezuela or take the risk of smuggling the child across the border. Hence, this is just one example
where women find themselves navigating options that are both not optimal in the uncertain and precarious
context of their displacement.
On the basis of the insights above, social navigation of women cannot be separated from their gender
performances, in the sense that the perceptions of how a mother is ought to care for her children was often
determining in the decisions women made, even though these might not have been the most strategic options.
Think of Laura, who initially left her daughter in Venezuela to generate an income in Colombia and maintain her
from a distance. However, after time went by, Laura could not stand to be separated from her daughter anymore
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and brought her to Colombia, without having a roof over her head herself. Likewise, Luciana took a significant
risk in travelling with three of her children to Colombia and smuggling two of them across the border, instead of
travelling alone with her son because of his health emergency. She argues that she, as a mother, needs her
children close. Challenges and risks related to the migration journey in terms of documentation [fathers
permission], finances and security [trochas or raya], are important factors taken into consideration in women's
migration strategies. However, they are eventually not necessarily determining when choosing the most strategic
option and avoiding risks and coping with the challenges in the seemingly most logical way. Through the lens of
gender performativity, this can be better understood in the sense that although women are actively navigating
their migration strategies and weighing the pros and cons, the caretaking performances possibly supersede the
social navigation strategies of women. Put differently, women's gender performativity steers their social navigation
as an intrinsic part of their gendered coping strategy. Hence, in terms of which route to take and in what company
and order to travel, migration strategies are in this sense to a great extent guided by women’s visions on their
motherhood and caretaking roles.
Moreover, since women are often rendered particularly vulnerable based on their gender, they are sometimes
discouraged from migrating. However, in the name of caretaking, women are usually determined to take the risk.
Yet, it is often men who travel ahead of women within relationships. In these constructions, women are often the
ones to stay with the children and hereby perform the caretaking role, whereas men take the risk and ‘preparing
the field’. In this sense, women are generally rendered more vulnerable and in need of protection together with
the children. In contrast, women themselves do not necessarily perceive themselves as helpless and represent
themselves as empowered women.
Under conditions of displacement, both gender performances as ‘caretakers’ or ‘sexual beings’ are part of
women’s gendered coping strategies. Children play a crucial role in women’s coping strategies such as begging,
street vending or gaining access to [in]formal support. The increased willingness to support women and children
can be related to the women-and-children paradigm. People and organisations generally seem to be more willing
to help women and children than men. Playing the virtuous victim, or highlighting the vulnerability and need of
children, frequently legitimises women’s call for help and renders her a conduit of support. Simultaneously,
women's gender performances can also be related to the concept of victimcy in which women may tactically
anticipate the women-and-children paradigm. However, it also concerns one of the challenging dilemmas
between the opportunity for women to generate more income through begging with a child for instance, whereas
several women also perceive this as a challenge on the basis of their idea about motherhood. Whereas the former
may allow her to provide for her child and perform her gender role rightly. Yet, using or exposing her child to
risks is considered out of line with her gendered caretaking role.
Likewise, the female body is a determining factor in women’s [perceived] options regarding income-generating
strategies and access to support. The female appearance and self-presentation of a woman apparently play an
important role in Venezuelan migrant women's coping strategies. How women present themselves and ‘use’ or
‘hide’ their female characteristics portrays an interesting image of ‘doing gender’. While some women present
themselves in non-provocative ways as an attempt to not call for [sexual] attention, other women argue that a
woman’s appearance can also create opportunities in terms of coping strategies.
In this regard, it can be argued that both the female body as a commodity and assumed vulnerability of women
[and children] as an instrument are potentially used as a medium to gain access to support. However,
simultaneously, women's caretaking and sexual performances are often susceptible to judgment and interference.
Since these performances seem to say something about a woman's worthiness, they are often under a magnifier
glass [especially in the context of displacement]. Women are either rewarded or judged, depending on how they
perform their caretaking role according to gender norms. Hence, either way, women perform their caretaking
role for conditional support and as a result of this, find themselves at the mercy of other’s evaluation.
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However, not only are women exposed to criticism, but they are also judging others’ gender performances.
Frequently, women set themselves off against other women or men who perform their gender differently and in
less dignified ways. In delegitimising and judging the other, women legitimise their performance. To set oneself
off against one another is also apparent on the broader spectrum of gender representations that passed the
revue in this thesis. This can also be understood in the light of the competition women experience amongst each
other, for instance, because of the physical appearance of other women selling tinto, or their openness to
transactional sex. Likewise, women criticise these women for contributing to the gendered stereotypes they are
faced throughout the sexual terrain [por una pagamos todas] they navigate.
In the navigation of gender, performances counterexamples are often needed to perpetuate one’s own gender
roles. When looking at women’s caretaking roles and emphasising the sacrifices made and fighting for children,
it seems like a protector needs a powerless subject, just like a martyr needs a beneficiary. Yet, in other cases,
women are more often rendered powerless subjects or beneficiaries in need of protection and support [think of
men ‘taking the risk’ to travel ahead of women, or men who are expected to generate an income and offer
protection under conditions of displacement]. From this line of thought, we can reason further that a virtuous
saint needs a black sheep [think about women judging other women in their caretaking roles to highlight their
motherhood performances], or that a powerless victim needs a scapegoat [think about women highlighting their
victimhood and powerlessness in the context of harassment, abuse or exploitation].
Although the gender representations of women as mentioned throughout this report, this does not concern an
extensive list, they are useful in studying gender performances that intuitively diverge from the norm from another
perspective. Like sex work, leaving children behind suddenly seems to make much more sense when approached
as a sacrifice. Thus, although gendered coping strategies may seem diverse, it oftentimes seems like the emphasis
is just placed on different aspects, and are approached and explained in slightly different ways. Some examples
are that for some women sex work is considered ‘Plata facil’ compared to begging, which is represented as a
gracious, humble yet hardworking job. Other women would disagree and rather present sex work as a sacrifice,
whereas begging is considered ‘Plata facil’. Similarly, for one, keeping children close is what a mother should do,
while others reason that sacrificing themselves for their well-being by being separated includes going through fire
for the children. In the end, it seems like women are seeking to legitimise their gendered coping strategies under
pressing circumstances through gender performances and representations inspired by [self-]imposed gender
norms and expectations
Furthermore, with reference to the sexualised terrain, women rely on their coping strategies like begging, street
vending [selling tinto] and sex work to a great extent on men. First, because of the general experience amongst
Venezuelan women that [Colombian and Venezuelan] men are often more willing to help them, whereas
Colombian women seem to be more reluctant and judgemental, which Venezuelan women attribute to their
jealousy and fear related to the stereotype that Venezuelan women came to steal their husbands. Secondly,
several women have found a Colombian or Venezuelan partner or friend who offers them support. These
constructions are referred to as relationships of mutual support and respect and are analysed as ‘girlfriending’
and ‘befriending’ ‘tactics’. Although there are some examples of women entering relationships predominantly out
of strategic reasons, these support networks are more in the margins than the girlfriending tactics suggested by
Utas. Nonetheless, they play a crucial role in women's caretaking tasks, as male or boyfriends are often [expected
to] support and protect them and perceived as an ‘Ayuda idónea’. However, women also state that being single
may offer more opportunities in terms of access to support. They struggle with sharing the caretaking burden and
therefore prefer to remain single.
In line with Butler’s Gender Performativity Theory, gender performances of Venezuelan migrant women under
conditions of displacement are subject to power structures and governed by social norms, whether women might
be aware of these governing structures or not. This became particularly clear in the gender norms regarding
women's caretaking roles and female sexuality and body. On the one hand, women are continually shaping their
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motherhood and caretaking roles and manoeuvring their way through a so-called ‘sexualised terrain’. It is
apparent how women constantly seem to defend and legitimise their gender role as a mother or caretaker
according to the gender norms with regards to what motherhood expects of them. Women's sacrifices for their
children are emphasised, and the needs of dependents generally come before their own needs. Women present
themselves as noble, legitimate and genuine caretakers, protectors and fighters, as well as virtuous conduits of
support for their children. These representations play a crucial role in their coping strategies during their migration
journey and under conditions of displacement. At the same time, women face difficulties in performing their
motherhood role according to gender expectations under conditions of displacement. Hence they seek to express
and perform their role as a caretaker in alternative ways and in doing so, shape their gender roles.
Moreover, I consider it relevant to take the male gender perspectives into account as well. Whereas the
commodification of the female body is often perceived as a ‘negative coping strategy’ [transactional sex; selling
hair; girlfriending], the women-and-children paradigm encourages women to ‘use’ their own and children’s
presumed vulnerability as a way to gain access to support. The representation of women as virtuous conduits of
support, also renders women invisible and instrumentalizes them in a similar way. Moreover, it includes women
often being judged on their caretaking performances. They are either praised for performing the ‘ideal’ caretaking
role, or may be punished, judged and stigmatised for failing. It is questionable if this, in a way, is not just as
harmful, or if we can both perceive it as part of women’s strategic gendered coping strategies. In relation to this,
my supervisor once raised the question why the instrumental use of the female body is considered a negative
coping strategy, whereas a man who uses his muscles and strength in his coping strategy seems to have a different
connotation.
Without making a statement about what is or what is not a critical gendered coping strategy, I consider it relevant
to question why this topic seems more challenging to grasp and why it has become such a sensitive topic. In this
study, I strived to distance myself from the discourse and classification of gendered coping strategies as either
positive, legitimate, noble, or alternatively harmful, exploitative, negative or risky. Instead, I was interested in
hearing the stories and perceptions of the women in question themselves. This again brings me back to the
question of Cynthia as raised in the problem statement at the beginning of this report: “When do women gain
from being treated as ‘mother,’ ‘dependents,’ or ‘vulnerable,’ and when from being seen as autonomous
individuals?” Overall, I would argue that there is no unequivocal answer to Cynthia’s question. There is not one
‘label’ that can fully describe women's position under conditions of displacement. Neither is the potential gain or
harm of a label is clear-cut, like earlier stated by Horst and Grabska (2015), for some uncertainty may become a
limiting factor, whereas for others a liberating one.
This also leads me to the answer of the central research question: “Under conditions of displacement, how do
Venezuelan women in Riohacha, Colombia perceive and navigate challenges, risks, and opportunities in their
gendered coping strategies?” In correspondence with Cynthia, I would say, indeed, ‘ask the women in question’.
Of course, this answer may be simplistic, since there is much more to it, as I highlighted above. But in the core, I
believe that in order to gain more understanding of the balancing of risks, challenges and opportunities of women
in the context of their gendered coping strategies and under conditions of displacement, it is most insightful to
ask the women themselves about their perceptions and considerations.

Thus, when it comes to women's navigation strategies under conditions of displacement, it depends to a great
extent on how women perceive, value, and weigh the options they see available to them. What is considered a
sacrifice, opportunity, risk, or exploitation and by who, is highly controversial and depends on the personal tradeoffs made by women. Although the outcome of women’s considerations and their fulfilment of gendered roles
may vary; the fundamentals in their attempts to live up to their role as an ‘ideal’ woman, daughter, wife and
mother are based on many decisions made in the context of their displacement. Hence, it can be concluded that
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while migrant women strive to cope with their unstable situation in the context of the Venezuelan migration crisis,
they are simultaneously expected to adhere to specific gender norms related to their caretaking responsibilities
and sexuality. Hence, in studying the gendered coping strategies of female Venezuelan migrants, it became
apparent that women are not only navigating a highly uncertain terrain of displacement but are also occupied
with the navigation of their gender performances while doing so. In other words, women are continually balancing
gender expectations and representations in their daily coping strategies under conditions of displacement.
It is vital to notice that Gender Normativity in this sense is not solely a limiting factor, but can also be used
strategically used to one’s benefit and, as shown in this study, become part of one’s social navigation. Thus, in
addition to the ‘motion in motion’ to describe how people are moving in a shifting and moving environment, I
would like to suggest another dimension, namely that of gender. For it can be reasoned that social navigation in
a certain way, serves or is subject to gender performativity. This contains that women navigate their gender
performances and seek the most strategical gender representation, whilst navigating their displacement in a
broader sense.
This study amongst other made clear that the impact of gender on the decision-making processes of women is
great. To not t seems strange to not take a gendered perspective into account.Since gender performativity is
guided by normativity, coping strategies are often tailored to [self-]imposed gender norms. There is a great variety
in the outcomes of women’s trade-offs. Yet, when zooming in, it seems that although the result may differ, the
underlying reasoning is generally much more alike than may be seen at first sight. For instance, regarding the
decision to leave children in Venezuela or keep them close, all women emphasise that children's well-being is
what comes first. Hence, there may be more roads that lead to Rome. Yet, although in the core it often comes
down to the same gender norm, that may be acted upon, performed and represented in different ways.

Limitations and Further Research
One of this study's main impediments has probably been the short time frame and relatively broad research
scope. The thesis touches upon at least two themes that are highly interesting to study more in-depth. Hence, I
am well aware of the fact that the thesis contains two studies that could have been worked out deeper if the
predominant focus of the thesis was on just one of the themes. In other words, I believe there is much more to
say about gendered caretaking performances guiding social navigation strategies of women in the context of
displacement, as well as I just touched the surface of the issue related to women’s sexuality under conditions of
displacement. At the same time are these only two of the many gendered aspects of a much broader spectrum
that could be further investigated of which I already highlighted some research gaps above.
However, while my hands are still aching, it is time for me to put down my thesis after a year full of intensive
research and writing. Although I believe that I made a valuable contribution and approached the interrelation of
gender and displacement from an interesting perspective, at the end of this thesis, there are perhaps even more
questions left unanswered than at the beginning of this thesis [writing process]. In other words, this thesis
highlights several issues left unstudied, which are highly relevant to deepen our understanding of the complex
nexus of displacement and gender. Especially since the number of people on the move is higher than ever before,
and it is not expected to decrease any time soon.
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Appendices
A. Overview of Interviewees
Research Participants
Agnes (27), Married and mother of 4 children, with husband and children in
Colombia for four months

12 November 2019

Alejandra (24), Single mother of a two-year-old daughter, with daughter in
Colombia for nine months

5 November 2019

Ángela (26), Mother of 2 children, with husband and children in Colombia for five
years

17 October 2019

Beatriz (31), Single mother of seven children, alone in Colombia for three years

31 October 2019

Belinda (36), – Belinda (33), Single mother of two children, with children in Colombia
for eight months

22 November 2019

Bruna (41), Single mother of two children, with her daughter and son in Colombia
for 1,5 years

16 October 2019

Carmen (26), Mother of three children, with her husband and children in Colombia
for one year

16 October 2019

Carolina (32), Married, with husband in Colombia for three years

23 October 2019

Celia (47), Married and mother of four children, with husband, daughter and
grandchild in Colombia for one year

16 October 2019

Cristina (26), Married and mother of two children, with husband and children in
Colombia for two months

16 October 2019

Elena (31), with boyfriend in Colombia (Maicao) for two years

21 October 2019

Elizabeth (30), Mother of three children, with her children in Colombia for 11 months

23 November 2019

Elsa (29), Single mother of five children, with her two youngest children in Colombia
for two years

18 November 2019

Esperanza (22), with boyfriend in Colombia for nine months

6 November 2019

Inés (42), Single and mother of five children, with her daughter in Colombia for
three years

13 November 2019

Isabel (31), Mother of three-months-old son, with son in Colombia for four months

24 October 2019
16 October 2019

A

Ivana (34), Single mother of seven children, with children in Colombia for eight
months
Julia (23), Single, with boyfriend in Colombia for two years

31 October 2019

Laura (18), Mother of a two-year-old daughter, with her daughter in Colombia for
two years

5 and 22 November 2019

Luciana (37), Mother of 5 children, with family in Colombia for one year

21 November 2019

María José (39), Widow and mother of five children, with her children in Colombia
for four years

30 October 2019

Martina (25), Mother of 3 children, with husband and children in Colombia for one
year

13 November 2019

Natalia (34), Married and mother of three children, with husband and youngest
daughter in Colombia for four years

25 October 2019

Noemí (23), Single mother of three children, with the youngest daughter in
Colombia for 1,5 years

22 November 2019

Paula (26), Married and mother of three children, with husband and children in
Colombia for two years

16 October 2019

Salomé (48), Single mother of ten children, with two youngest daughters [minors]
in Colombia for three years

8 November 2019

Sara (19), Single mother of a three-year-old daughter, with daughter in Colombia
for 2,5 years

19 November 2019

Silvía (20), Married and mother of three children, with husband and children in
Colombia for two years

21 November 2019

Expert Interviews
BOGOTÁ
ACNUR
CRUZ ROJA INTERNACIONAL
PLAN INTERNACIONAL
RED DE MUJERES
ZOA

27 SEPTEMBER 2019
27 SEPTEMBER 2019
27 SEPTEMBER 2019
13 SEPTEMBER 2019
13 SEPTEMBER 2019

RIOHACHA
ACNUR AND OIM
MIGRACIÓN
MSF

8 OCTOBER 2019
1 SEPTEMBER 2019
21 OCTOBER 2019
B

RENACER
SAVE THE CHILDREN
SUBGRUPO DE GENERO DE ELC U DE VBG GIFMM, PMA AND ONU MUJERES
WORLD VISION
ZOA

6 NOVEMBER 2019
3 OCTOBER 2019
10 OCOBER 2019
3 OCTOBER 2019
4 OCTOBER 2019

B. Profiles Research Population
Mothers travelling to Colombia for the first time1
With > 1 child

Left > 1 child behind in Venezuela

17

7
Change navigation strategy

(Will) return > 1 child to Venezuela

Collected > 1 child

3

4
Migration profiles
Pioneers
15

Followers
4

Companions
10

Travel Company
Alone (with child)

With an adult

18

11

C

C. Factsheets

Factsheet 1 R4V and GIFFM, 2020 Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants https://r4v.info/es/documents/details/78160

D

Factsheet 2 R4V and GIFFM, 2019 Colombia: Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants and refugees

Factsheet 3 GIFMM, 2018: Venezuelan refugees and migrants and refugees in Colombia
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