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Introduction

“The oppressive State is a macho rapist.”1

“The rapist is you. / It’s the cops, the judges, the State, the 
President. / Patriarchy is a judge that imprisons us at birth. 
/ And our punishment is this violence you now see. / It’s 
femicide, impunity for my killer. / It’s disappearances. / It’s 
rape. / And it’s not my fault, nor where I was, nor what I 
wore. / The rapist was you. / The rapist is you. / It’s the 
cops, the judges, the State, the President. / The oppressive 
State is a macho rapist.”2 These are the words of the militant 
performance that soon went viral around the world, Un 
violador en tu camino (“A Rapist in Your Path”). The text’s 
authors, Dafne Valdés, Paula Cometa, Sibila Sotomayor, and 
Lea Cáceres—four of the founders of the Chilean feminist 
collective Las Tesis—pointed the finger at those truly respon-
sible for femicide and rape: the police and the State. Chanted 
by a collective taking part in the demonstrations against the 
country’s neoliberal policies, chanted in a context of extreme 
police violence, this song marked a refusal to break ranks with 
the movement in the name of women’s protection: “We cate-
gorically refuse to say that the Chilean police ensure women’s 
safety. That is why we are accusing them: to reveal the con-
tradiction, the irony”, they declared in the newspaper Verne.3 

As the philosopher Elsa Dorlin argues, given that the State is 
the “principal instigator of inequalities,” and considering that 
it is “precisely the one who arms those who beat us,” there 
is “no point appealing to it for justice because it is precisely 
the first instance that institutionalizes social injustice.”4 This 
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being so, the fight against violence cannot eschew a critique 
of the women whom the State promotes and legitimizes, nor 
of feminist appeals to the State and to the justice system. How 
to respond to this multifaceted sexist and sexual violence 
when “racialized bodies, female bodies, poor bodies, or young 
bodies have less value in this phase of necro-liberal reactiva-
tion,”5 when they are sacrificeable?

As the instance that regulates economic and political 
domination, the State condenses all forms of imperialist, patri-
archal, and capitalist oppression and exploitation. The State as 
an institution is thus far from playing a small part in the orga-
nization and perpetuation of violence against women, poor, 
and racialized people. In recent years, the neoconservative 
and neoliberal patriarchy incarnated by various State leaders 
(Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Matteo Salvini, to name but 
a few) has imposed drastic setbacks on women’s rights in 
both their private and professional worlds. It has fomented 
and encouraged hatred against minorities, trans people, queer 
people, sex workers, racialized people, migrants, and Muslims. 
This patriarchal revival is inextricably linked to neoliberal 
capitalism; it constantly undermines hard-won social rights; 
it “uberizes” and makes people ’s existences more precari-
ous. This economy itself generates its own array of discreet 
yet no less real forms of violence: the exhaustion of bodies, 
of the oceans, and the earth in the quest for profit, the drastic 
reduction of life expectancy for the most vulnerable. This 
patriarchal and neoconservative turn is all the more violent 
as it more often than not depends on a racial capitalism that is 
precisely characterized by the premature death of non-white 
people, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore demonstrates. For racism, 
she writes, is “the state-sanctioned or extra legal production 
and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to pre-
mature death.”6 In other words, women and men die younger 
because of racism, which, from birth, fragilizes their access to 
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health and isolates them in jobs that more rapidly exhaust their 
bodies. Racism, which, as Stuart Hall pointed out, traverses 
class relations, is thus a central factor in the analysis of the 
systemic violence that causes highly differentiated death rates 
according to social and racial belonging.

A decolonial feminism cannot conceivably separate 
“violence against women” or against “minorities” from a 
global state of violence: the children who commit suicide in 
refugee camps, the police and military’s massive recourse to 
rape in armed conflict, systemic racism, the exile of millions of 
people due to the multiplication of war zones and to economic 
and climatic conditions that have rendered zones of living 
uninhabitable, femicide, and the relentless increase in pre-
carity. Can we imagine addressing only part of this violence 
without considering the rest? Can we continue to feign not 
to see that all of these forms of violence mutually reinforce 
one another, and that those which more directly affect women 
are the result of an extremely violent society? The recent 
mobilization against gender-based and sexual violence offers 
a theoretical and practical opportunity: that of making this 
violence the very terrain on which to challenge patriarchal 
capitalism.

In this book, I avoid viewing patriarchy through the female 
victim / male perpetrator prism—even if there are many 
among the latter who uncontestably deserve this qualifica-
tion. I propose a critique of dependency on the police and the 
judicialization of social issues—in other words, of the spon-
taneous recourse to the criminal justice system to protect 
so-called “vulnerable” populations. My analysis does not 
offer solutions for the eradication of gender-based and sexual 
violence—whose denunciation today reveals its incredi-
ble prevalence—but aims to contribute to the reflection on 
violence as a structural element of patriarchy and capitalism, 
rather than specifically male. This book attempts to imagine a 
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post-violent society—not a society without conflicts or con-
tradictions, but a society that does not naturalize violence, that 
does not celebrate it, that does not make it the central theme of 
its narrative of power. It seeks to answer the following ques-
tions: how to deracialize and depatriarchalize the politics of 
protection? Why has protecting girls and women become an 
argument that reinforces the police and the justice system’s 
field of action? What is the rationale of carceral feminism? 
How to explain the proliferation of measures and laws pro-
tecting women when women from the working classes and 
racialized communities face increasing precarity? Why, in a 
context of the rapid militarization of public space, do feminists 
aspire to giving greater power to (racist) police?

These questions raise others. Who are these women that 
the patriarchal State considers worthy of protection? How to 
explain the State ’s differentiation of children who have the 
right to a protected childhood and those who do not? What is 
the State ’s role in the reproduction of violence against women? 
What constitutes a decolonial feminist politics destined to 
make fear “change sides”? Must protection depend on repres-
sion? To access spaces where we can circulate freely, must we 
increase militarized protection measures: walls, borders, sur-
veillance, extra police powers, and the increased right to use 
armed force?

A decolonial feminist politics of protection 

All societies organize forms of protection for newborn babies, 
children, the sick, the elderly, and so on. The State has gradu-
ally been entrusted with organizing institutions of protection. 
Other works have highlighted the limits of this model and 
proposed alternative forms of protection of childhood, the 
sick, the elderly, female workers, and nature. State control 
of protection, its bureaucratization, its militarization, and the 
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marginalization, or even erasure, of community-based prac-
tices are not directly the object of this book. The aim here, 
rather, is to imagine forms of protection that do not involve 
repression, surveillance, prison, and developmentalist pater-
nalism. It might immediately be objected in response to this 
proposal that, even by dismantling the racialized structure 
of society and capitalism, violence against women would not 
be entirely eradicated because it is not exclusively produced 
by these structures. That is true of course, but it cannot be 
overstated how much colonialism and capitalism have contrib-
uted to the emergence and perpetuation of patriarchy. During 
colonization, the patriarchy was racialized; a man could be 
a tyrant at home yet nothing but a Black, Arab, or Asian in 
the public space—in other words, he could not entirely claim 
the name of “man.” Colonial laws criminalized homosexual-
ity, non-binary gender identities, and family structures that 
did not conform to the norms of the white bourgeois patriar-
chal family, and they separated children from their families to 
“civilize” them. Colonialism racialized sexualities and gender, 
and imposed male and female beauty norms. Today, these 
representations and practices remain. In France, during the 
major postcolonial migrations of the second half of the twen-
tieth century, they contributed to defining family migration 
policies and the place of women in them. In what is known 
as the “French Overseas Territories”—territories of colonial 
empire, slavery, and post-slavery that still come under French 
rule—they justified babies and children being torn away 
from their families to be sent to France (the case of the 2,500 
Réunionese children sent to rural départements of France, 
known as the “Creuse children”). They also shaped French-
style Islamophobia, the stigmatization and discrimination of 
women who wear the hijab, the criminalization of Black and 
Arab youth, and de facto (if not de jure) instigated a license to 
kill Black and Arab men.
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Imagining a politics of protection based on decolonial and 
anti-racist feminist analyses implies recognizing the need to 
protect human beings (babies, children, the elderly, people in 
situations of vulnerability) without turning them into victims, 
and without considering weakness as a failing.

In neoliberalism, the efficient body is that of a white man 
in full possession of physical strength normalized as mas-
culine, who gets up early, goes jogging, eats organic food, 
and, without counting his hours, works to achieve economic 
success. What this representation of the able-bodied hides 
is that its efficiency is made possible by the work of racial-
ized bodies—the women who cleaned his gym, his office, the 
restaurant he fixes his appointments in, the hotel where he 
hangs out with his friends, lovers, or sex workers, the train or 
plane he takes, the classroom he teaches in, the house where 
he goes home to his family—all these women who are invis-
ibilized and whose bodies are exhausted so that his can excel. 
Racialized men are his world’s security guards; the people of 
the Global South provide him and his family with the objects 
of their comfort. The able-bodied is protected by a whole 
host of police measures, which are invisibilized too, for they 
are naturalized, guaranteeing its protection: gated communi-
ties, surveillance cameras, increased police presence, and so 
forth. As for the white bourgeoise woman, she more often 
than not buys her comfort thanks to the exploitation of young 
women and girls in the Global South: the fast-fashion clothes 
that enable her to keep up with the latest trends, her children’s 
nanny, the cleaning women who clean the world she moves 
in, the exploited nurses, the sex workers who cater to her 
husband. Shut away in their enclaves, the able-bodied exclude 
bodies perceived as threatening, who only enter their world 
under authorization, or with a pass, at risk of being arrested 
for no reason, and in complete impunity.
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A decolonial and anti-racist politics of protection is reso-
lutely anti-capitalist and de-patriarchal as it considers these 
regimes to be the crucible of systemic violence against women. 
It seeks to imagine what a politics of peacefulness might be; to 
understand why peace does not designate a durable state, but 
rather a simple respite between two armed conflicts; why war 
is so easily seen to be the response to any conflict, or even 
as the only way to attain peace. This naturalization of brutal-
ity, of the “continuation of politics by other (armed) means,” 
needs to be integrated into any decolonial anti-racist feminist 
analysis of violence. If we subscribe to the idea that societ-
ies are inevitably swamped with violence, it becomes totally 
illusory to imagine a post-violent society and a decolonial and 
anti-racist feminist politics of protection. 

Following the Indigenous women of Central and South 
America, I defend a de-patriarchalization and a decolonization 
of protection; an alternative to patriarchal and State protec-
tion, this vast domain invested by the State, private militias, the 
police, the courts, the economy, and civilizational feminism;7 a 
politics inspired by experiences in which communities, activist 
groups, and health, legal, and education professionals have 
reinvested the field of protection. Demonstrating that State 
and neoliberal politics of protection are racialized does not 
mean that bourgeoise women are not the targets of battering, 
rape, and murder. But questioning protection through the lens 
of class, race, and heteronormativity broadens our field of 
action. This book thus takes an opposite view to carceral and 
punitive feminism, which, according to Elizabeth Bernstein’s 
definition designates a branch of feminism that is in favor of 
extending the penal sphere and calling for the criminalization 
of certain acts, without questioning who is criminalized.8

The patriarchy is understood here as a structure of domi-
nation, which men engage with differentially. Heads of State 
have adopted a “soft,” feminist, and humanist patriarchy that 
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contrasts sharply with a vulgar, racist, homophobic, transpho-
bic patriarchy that boasts of grabbing women “by the pussy,”9 
and is contemptuous of State institutions. Yet both pursue the 
same neoliberal politics, both defend the extractivist economy, 
both persist in perpetuating the West’s grand narrative of 
infinite progress, which we know is historically founded on 
the exploitation of the people and resources of the Global 
South. These two patriarchies share the same contempt for the 
working classes (but lie to them differently), the same desire 
to be idolized, and the same will to rein in institutions.
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Neoliberal Violence

Feminist movements and the rise of neoliberalism

Debates within feminism on the ties between patriarchy and the 
State, or between patriarchy and capitalism remain ongoing. 
Very early on, there were feminists who challenged the notion 
that the police and courts operate the same way for all women. 
Conceived to describe a supposedly homogeneous reality, the 
concept of “women” highlights the global nature of a form of 
oppression while at the same time masking the differences in its 
administering. In the 1970s, feminist movements in the Global 
South and in the North organized against the patriarchal State 
and against male chauvinism, virilism, and sexism in politi-
cal parties, trade unions, and social movements. They rewrote 
the history of women’s struggles, resituating their place in the 
revolutionary and anti-colonial movements, highlighting the 
entanglement of women’s exploitation and that of the land 
and peoples, between imperialism and women’s vulnerabili-
zation. They debated sexualities, bodies, and representations. 
In the South and in the North, feminists questioned a Western 
feminist ideology that saw itself as universalist and claimed 
to speak in the name of all women. Dissensions emerged 
during international forums between this Western feminism 
and feminisms that, particularly in the South, insisted on the 
connections between capitalism, imperialism, racism, and the 
oppression of women, and on the way in which social class 
and forms of racialization interact. At the NGO Forum during 
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the third World Conference on Women in Nairobi in 1985, 
this position was clearly formulated by Angela Davis, who 
declared:

in order truly to be an activist in the fight for women’s 
equality, we have to recognize that women are oppressed 
as women, but we are also oppressed because of our racial 
and national backgrounds, we are also oppressed because 
of our class background. And there are those who might 
say, “Let’s forget about race and class, we ’re all sisters. 
Let us join hands and across races, across classes.” Well, 
I think we should join hands across races, across classes, 
but the specificity of our specific oppression must be rec-
ognized and acknowledged. And our struggles are not the 
same struggles.1

Maureen Reagan, President Ronald Reagan’s daughter, sent 
to represent the women of the United States “does not rep-
resent me,” Davis stated, adding that the appointment of the 
first woman to the United States Supreme Court (Sandra Day 
O’Connor) “was not a victory to the masses of women, … it 
was a defeat,” as she voted against abortion rights. Feminist 
agendas thus inevitably differed. In the 1970s and 1980s, Black, 
Chicana, African, Asian, and “Third World” feminist intellec-
tuals and activists theorized the entanglement of oppressions.2 
In response, universities and governmental or international 
institutions added gender studies, feminist studies, women’s 
studies to their curriculums. Feminists saw this inclusion as 
an institutionalization that ultimately risked weakening their 
struggles. While impossible to sum up here, these decades of 
intense theoretical work and mobilization brought progress 
in women’s lives in both the South and North. What was 
clearly visible by the late 1970s was that there were several 
feminisms, some rooted in anti-imperialist and anti-rac-
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ist struggles, defending radical, emancipatory feminism, 
others were reformist, others fighting to enter the army, the 
world of finance, and so on. While there were some circula-
tions between radical feminism and reformist feminism, the 
former rejected any alliance with State feminism. Although 
political parties, unions, and social movements, which pushed 
back against any challenge to their male chauvinism, finally 
accepted a form of feminism, the links between racism and 
sexism remained marginalized. But governments and institu-
tions gradually realized their interest in coopting a form of 
feminism, given women’s massive entry into the wage labor 
market. In the 1980s, a civilizational and universalist feminism 
managed to impose itself internationally, minoritizing femi-
nisms of combat that nonetheless did not disappear. The 
debate on the ties between patriarchy, capitalism, and State 
protectionism were far from over.

During these decades came another profound upheaval: 
neoliberalism. This stage of capitalism led to the privatiza-
tion of public goods and services; the deregulation of finance, 
and the guarantee of high short-term profit margins for 
shareholders; the application of technical solutions to social 
problems; the creep of market rhetoric to legitimize profit-
ability and flexibility norms, and to neutralize all opposition; 
and the exacerbation of extractivism. Driven by market logics, 
the structural adjustment programs imposed by international 
institutions on the Global South had devastating consequences, 
particularly for working-class racialized women and for Indig-
enous peoples. Even though, by 1975, “based on the figures, 
women showed that policies based uniquely on the liberal 
economic model were harmful to sustainable development 
and even more so to African women,”3 few French feminist 
economists showed any interest in the consequences of these 
restructuration phenomena on women in the Global South.4 
Or rather, to put it differently, the effects of neoliberalism 
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did not deeply permeate feminist theory in France, with the 
exception of a few groups linked to the far-left. This “concep-
tual silence” no doubt explains feminists’ difficulty in revising 
their universalist theory later on. They ignored these policies’ 
impact not only on the women of the African continent, but 
also on the so-called French Overseas Territories—Guade-
loupe, Guiana, Kanaky-New Caledonia, Martinique, Mayotte, 
Polynesia, and Réunion Island—where, already in the 1960s, 
the government’s de-industrialization policy caused unem-
ployment, which the government then responded to with a 
mass emigration policy, notably of young women. For those 
behind the structural adjustment programs, it was for women 
to bear the brunt of the crisis of capitalism, and for the deci-
sions taken by governments of the South under the constraint 
of economic measures, or following the abandonment of 
Independence programs. In the North, factory closures, and 
notably those that employed women (textiles, appliances, and 
so on), the development of service and care industries mas-
sively employing racialized women, underpaying them, and 
offering no stability, and the development of part-time work 
in which 80 percent of jobs are held by women, all led to far 
greater precarity. The gradual entry into the political vocabu-
lary of the terms “insecurity” and “hazardous” contributed to 
justifying more police, more control, more surveillance, and 
less protection.

It is not so much that systemic violence is new—the long 
history of genocides, massacres, pillaging, and destruction 
prove the contrary, and capitalism has always had a colonial, 
racial, globalizing, and imperialist dimension—but hyperglo-
balization and the exacerbation of its extractivist logics have 
had an extremely negative impact on the life expectancy of 
vast populations. Achieved through struggle, progress in the 
fields of education, health, and training have been under-
mined, particularly in the Global South. Although people 


