
GENDER SEMIOSIS IN LATIN
CULTURES 
SCRIPT OF THE “GENDER SEMIOSIS IN LATIN CULTURES” PRESENTATION AT
SEMIOFEST MUMBAI, OCTOBER 2018, BY SEMIOTICASTUDIO TEAM (MARIANE
CARA, GABRIELA PEDRANTI, ARTURO ROJAS AND XIMENA TOBI. 
COPYRIGHT TEXT AND DESIGN: SEMIOTICASTUDIO TEAM (AKA #LATINPOWER) 
 

V
O

L
U

M
E

 O
N

E
 •

 N
O

V
E

M
B

E
R

 2
0

1
8

se
m

io
tic

as
tu

di
o.

co
m

 / 
in

fo
@

se
m

io
tic

as
tu

di
o.

co
m

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/gabrielapedranti/
http://semioticastudio.com/


GENDER SEMIOSIS IN LATIN
CULTURES 

PLEASE NOTE: ALL THE IMAGES USED HERE WERE PUBLISHED IN
DIFFERENT MEDIA AND ARE USED JUST FOR ACADEMIC AND
SHARING PURPOSES ONLY.WE DO NOT HOLD THEIR COPYRIGHT,
SO CONTACT US IF YOU OWN ANY OF THEM AND WANT IT
REMOVED.
LINKS TO EXTENSIVE MATERIAL ABOUT SOME OF THE SUBJECTS
ARE MARKED IN YELLOW.
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What to expect of a presentation named GENDER

SEMIOSIS? The word semiosis is quite captivating

for us (semioticians), and as Peirce proposed it

means the cyclic and dynamic process of signs. In

the next fifteen minutes we will talk about gender

semiosis as fluidity, transformation, seeing culture

in an “organic” movement, as something similar to

the idea of Rizhome, that our colleague Hamsini

Shimakuvar proposed in Semiofest Tallinn 2016.
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The methodology we used for our visual map was

the following: four countries, each represented by a

colour of their flag. The map allows us to

understand the co-existance of the residues that

remain anchored, the hegemonic cultural signs and

the open opportunities that are emerging. Four

realities with encounters, differences and

particular nuances.
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Our starting point was the binarism. That single biological sign

placed right in the middle of our body and that was

transformed into a cultural imprint since we were born: Or Pink

or Blue. 

In Argentina we saw a Carrefour current Campaign for “El Día

del Nino” (“The child’s day”) – pretty blue with C of "Champion"

for boys, and totally pink with C of "Cooker" for girls. Same

letter C, but with different colors and very different roles. 

The religious binarism placed family as a sacred institution of

Mother, Father and children… where Boys were the strongest

side, with power and plenty of possibilities and Girls being

fragile, smiley and sometimes not seeing as a Subject but an

Object subject to the desire of Male Gaze. 
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In Brazil we also saw a Strong patriarchal society, not only placing
women as secondary, but also presenting a problematic
difference among race, as you can see in this picture.

semioticastudio.com / info@semioticastudio.com 

http://semioticastudio.com/


Nowthen, whereas all 4 cultures have roots in religious

binarism, when looking into Mexican culture, we

observed a constant historical anomaly: The muxes.

Muxes are the third gender living in southern Mexico; It is

not being gay, it is not being homosexual, it is not being

transgender; it is being muxe. And muxes are special

because they hold their own role in society as caregivers

for the elders and the sick - having the muscular strength

to lift them up, but also the sensitivity to take care of

them. And although this small community has held an

important status for centuries in this region, their

societal role has been eroded over the last 100 years by

modern culture.
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This modern culture understands non-binary expressions such as
travestism as an oddity; a source of spectacle, entertainment,

comedy or fascination: We call it the Trans Show.  
For example, in Brazil, this code is culturally rooted during Carnival

as a time to escape.  
When it comes to Spain, the trans show reached its maturity during

the eighties, in the underground art world, upheld by the
movement called ‘La Movida’.  
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This movement expressed other possibilities of being, more fluid,
complex and allowing the first steps to get away from binary

proposals. It was also broadly expressed in Pedro Almodóvar’s
films. 

Whereas in Mexico, the trans show is a common comedy gimmick.
It generates discomfort in the audience and later alleviates the

tension through punchlines.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Movida_Madrile%C3%B1a.
http://semioticastudio.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedro_Almod%C3%B3var


Right after the Trans Show, we fall down into another typology

of signs. The fatalistic Signs of Violence, as a physical manner to

block cultural expressions. 

To make things clearer, let´s see some numbers:  

In Mexico, between 1993 and 2012 we saw a phenomenon of

sequential femicides in Ciudad Juárez, where more than 700

young women were killed, raped and tortured.  

The cultural response to this massacre was the series of protests

under the name “Ni una menos - Ni una más” (“Not one less, Not

one more”), having its origin in Argentina: a country where in

every 30 hours a woman is killed just for being a woman.  
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Going to the Brazilian case, the country is the 5th in Femicides

and occupies the first place in LGBT+ homicides in the World.

Every 19 hours a LGBT+ is killed in Brazil. And now, with the rise

of Presidential Candidate Bolsonaro (finally, the new President),

we are digging a little deeper in Gender Violence. There is a lot to

say about it in a semiotic perspective, but it would be necessary

to spend much more time on this topic.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ni_una_menos
http://semioticastudio.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jair_Bolsonaro
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Returning to the protests, depending on the country, the
symbolic manifestations are slightly different.  
In Argentina and Spain we see expressions related to the verbal
side, with discourses centered in political statements. On the
other hand, in Brazil the semiotic battle is very visual, with girls
and women painting their bodies, in a corporeal expression. 
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Many times, protests lead to new norms and legislation. As the
law is the maximum expression of what a society believes, it´s

interesting to note that Spain was a pioneer in the world in
having gender-related laws (the third country in the world to

have the same sex marriage, July 2005),  
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and Argentina was the pioneer in Latin America (the first in that

region, second in America, 10th in the world, July 2010). Both
countries went on with different laws that recognize the same

rights for the LGBT+ collective. This is clearly breaking
stereotypes in a strong way: gender diversity is not only

symbolically recognized, but legally. And as we know, this makes
a huge difference, even in the perception of society as a whole.

Which becomes legal may change the views on the matter of
many people. Here we have the image of the first same sex

marriage celebrated in Spain (July 11th, 2005). The other picture
is from Brazil, with the diverse family of the most famous fashion

designer in that country, Alexandre Herchcovitch. It’s quite
interesting to note that in Brazil, mainstream advertising also
has been representing this type of diversity for almost three

years.

 O Boticario, probably the most important perfumery chain in
Brazil, started to portrait the LGBT+ community, and clearly

expanded their representation to other market segments (Check
their Valentine’s day ad, 2015). It was a scandal then; but today,   
banks, the food industry, beverages companies and fashion do
this as well (check this ad from Loreal for women's day, 2016).  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Same-sex_marriage_in_Spain
http://semioticastudio.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Same-sex_marriage_in_Argentina
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p4b8BMnolDI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3J8CiwL4BCo


Mexico has taken its first steps recently, and legal recognition
precedes culture. Despite 53% of the population still doesn’t

accept same sex marriage, this legal bound is practiced in 13 of
the 32 states. As a matter of fact, in 2016 the current head of
state, Enrique Peña Nieto presented a national initiative of

“Marriage without discrimination” which seeks to legalize such
marriage across all states… the resolution is still pending.  
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In recent years, as part of the process triggered by the visibilization

of gender violence and the subsequent gender diversity legal

recognition, there has emerged a huge and powerful women’s

movement in Argentina, Brazil and Spain.  

In Spain it is more established, culturally there is more gender

equality. In contrast, in Argentina and Brazil women became a

political agent pushing the boundaries of residual patriarchal

attitudes and believes. The struggle of women's movement against

machismo questioned stereotyped gender roles. The LGBT+

community accompanies, but women motorize it in Argentina, while

in Brazil the LGBT+ community has gained the attention of Media,

demonstrating social power through public manifestations.  

http://semioticastudio.com/
http://www.abortolegal.com.ar/


 An interesting example of how women have become a political

agent in Argentina is the National Women's Meetings that have

been held for 33 years. These meetings went from 1,000 women

participating in the first ones to 65,000 in the last ones. The most

emergent here is the protagonism of Generation Z activism in

the public demonstrations as well as in social media. This was

shown in the recent debates about abortion legalization in

Argentinean Congress. Public demonstrations were huge, with

miles of teenagers spending the night of the debate in Congress

surroundings.
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Generation Z (mostly girls, but also many boys) became
politically active appropriating the historic demand of

women's movement for the legalization of abortion under the
slogan "Sexual education to decide, contraceptives not to

abort, legal abortion to not die". 
Particularly, the discussion about abortion legalization divided

Argentinean public opinion in two sides: the ones who
supported the legalization vs the “pro-life”, who follow —
explicitly or not— catholic religious values. This social and

political debate put into question the relationship between
State and Church, supported by the 2nd article of National

Constitution saying, that Argentina is a catholic country. The
Catholic Church turned to be widely recognized as the source
of binarism; and it was explicitly rejected through a Collective

Apostasy: every baptized person can renounce their
membership to the church. All of these are photographs taken
on public demonstrations occurred during the Congress debate

days. Here on the left, there are images announced time and
place of the Collective Apostasy. On the right, we can see a
hand-written sign that says: “Don’t put your rosary in my

ovaries”. Standing out by its rhyme, it’s one of the popular
mottos from pro-legalization girls.

sem
ioticastudio.com
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On the other hand, the trans world comes out of
marginality through women-mothers. The public and loud
voice of women brought to life other possible childhoods.

This picture is the cover of a book, “Free butterflies”,
written by the mother of one the first trans little girls (she

was 5 years-old), who changed her name in her national
identification documents by the recent Gender Identity law

(ruling from 2012).  
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 In Spain, trans children are quite accepted at least by a
great part of the society. On the right, it is a picture of

Mikele Grande and her family, she is a trans teenager who
participated in Ted Talks telling her story. The emergent

here is the thematization of the trans universe in relation
to childhood, upbringing and education for the construction

of a new social mentality, developed free of binary
conventions.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender_rights_in_Argentina
http://semioticastudio.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N90A1h3EcKU


 

Gender Fluidity: We started to see in Spain and Brazil a set of

individuals exploring and seeking to understand the whole array

of gendered meanings that may exist among humans -

incorporating new verbal expressions into their language such as

gender neutral pronouns, unprecedented in both Spanish and

Portuguese tongues. Argentina is also doing this, becoming the

pioneer in Spanish language (“todes” instead of “todos” and or

“todas”).  

In both Spain and Brazil, the media, both digital and traditional

are starting to embrace such identities and providing them with

spaces to discuss and understand this new array of cultural data.

In Brazil, the great diversity of cultures working together brings a

space to fluid expressions in gender relations. Ángela Ponce, the

first transgender woman who will compete in Miss Universe

contest 2018, is a Spaniard.  
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Reconciliation through diversity: Mexico has its own cultural
code for this matter: where non-binary expressions and

manifestations have become a national symbol of progress,
unity, and cosmopolitan belonging. An illustrative expression

was the latest Gay Pride Parade, which coincided with an
important World Cup match that turned favourably for the
Mexican team: both manifestations clashed joyfully in the

city centre to celebrate their victories.
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35

Beyond Humanity: Not this,
not that. Identity is no

longer restraint by gender,
or even humanity. Agender
identities start to emerge in

Brazil as an expression of
human potential. Rodrigo

Alves, known as the
“Human Ken Doll” is

preparing himself for his
60th plastic surgery in his

pursuit to abandon his
human form and transform

into a doll.
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'Muxe spirit'  Revival: As part of the most emerging

expressions in Mexico, the idea of Muxes is making a

revamp in Mexican society - completely integrating non-

binary humans into society, with specific non-binary roles

and narratives for them that step aside from the typical

Trans Show gimmick. The clearest example is The House of

Flowers, a Netflix hit series that portrays the story of a

family facing the incorporation of a transgender mother

into the family.  In this scene, the couple jokingly says to

their son: “It’s ok, your mom and I are learning to be

friends again… so, who do you think is the prettiest?”
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When researching updated information about this, we found a
very provocative paper just published by Lev Manovich. The

title is: “Can we think without categories?” Although he
focuses on the relationship between data and culture, the big

task he proposes can completely be applied to our area of
discussion: he says “Can we learn to think about culture

without categories, without immediately looking for, and
noticing, only types, structures or patterns? So, if the reality of
gender as a concept is fluid (and complex, and diverse), can we

think with more fluid classifications, or even without them,
building them as things happen? That’s probably our biggest
semiotic challenge nowadays. It requires new competences,

away from the traditional academic/reflection timings.  
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As Marcel Danesi asked last year at Semiofest Toronto, “Are

we “semiotically fit”? Let’s find out! At least, it’s a challenging
opportunity. 

http://manovich.net/index.php/projects/can-we-think-without-categories
http://semioticastudio.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Avm1fXj3N7c
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