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Abstract 
Since 1993, more than a thousand women have been murdered in the border 

city of Ciudad Juárez in Mexico. To overcome the collective helplessness of 

their society, as evidenced by the Mexican government’s failure to stop the 

killing or to guarantee safety to its citizens, cultural producers began to carve 

out political space to respond to the Ciudad Juárez feminicide in their arts. 

This article looks into the feminist and coalitional politics manifested in 

Mexican playwright Humberto Robles’s unpublished documentary theater 

play “Women of Sand: Testimonies of Women in Ciudad Juárez,” reading the 

play as a theatrical altar in order to grasp both the subversive representation of 

Ciudad Juárez feminicide victims and the healing potential Robles hints at. 

Active remembering, the coalescence of heterogeneous voices, and spiritual 

activism are key strategies the play adopts to enact an altar arrayed with 

oppositional consciousness in the space of theater. Robles’s theatrical altar 

adheres to an “altar economics” to contest the patriarchal and neoliberal 

discourse of expendability that subjects women to violence. In this altar 

economics, the intrinsic value of feminicide victims takes priority over the 

external moral values imposed on them. 
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Ciudad Juárez, a city in the Mexican state of Chihuahua, is south of the city of 

El Paso in Texas, US; the two border cities are divided by the Rio Grande. Ciudad 

Juárez is known for the economic opportunities it provides and for the violence it 

tolerates. As Carol Mueller points out, the significant geographical location of 

Ciudad Juárez as “a major entry point for both legal and illegal trade into the United 

States has simultaneously made it the maquila center of Mexico, the murder capital 

of the world” (145). The city is not only populated by a large number of migrants 

from inner cities but also haunted by an enormous number of unsolved murders of 

both men and women. It is important to note that killings of men and women can be 

gendered. Martha Patricia Castañeda Salgado reminds us that the difference 

between male and female violent deaths among the unsolved murders is “not 

quantitative but qualitative” (1064). Although the number of women’s murders is 

lower than that of men’s in Mexico, women are more likely to be subjected to 

sexual violence during their murder. As the 2003 Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights (IACHR) reported, a large number of the female victims were 

“sexually abused before being brutally killed” (n. pag.). 

Since 1993, Ciudad Juárez has become a notorious mass grave where more 

than a thousand women have been tortured, mutilated, murdered, and dumped.1 

Although feminicide2 in Ciudad Juárez occurred earlier than 1993, the year marked 

a watershed in Mexican anti-feminicide history because it was the first year when 

human rights activist Esther Chávez Cano and other activists began to keep track of 

the number of murdered women reported in newspapers (Mendoza 356). According 

to a recent statistic, at least 1,530 women were murdered in Ciudad Juárez between 

1993 and 2014 (“Estado de México en focos rojos” n. pag.). Killings of women 

have increased in recent years and spread to other regions of Mexico along with 

escalating violence related to narco-trafficking in the country. Based on statistics 

                                                 
1 The profile of feminicide victims has become diversified along with the spread of violence 

throughout the country (Castañeda Salgado 1057). Earlier reports suggested that victims shared 
some commonalities: they were young women between 15 and 25; they often belonged to the 
working class, such as maquiladora workers, shoe-store workers, and students; they could be 
immigrants and migrants from other regions of Mexico (IACHR n. pag.; Fragoso 67). But no 
specific profile of feminicide victims in Mexico can be identified in recent years because “women 
of all ages, classes, ethnicities and races are victims” (Castañeda Salgado 1057). 

2  The terms “femicide” and “feminicide” are often used interchangeably in the current 
scholarship on gender-based violence against women. Following Rosa-Linda Fregoso and 
Cynthia Bejarano, I use “feminicide” to refer to the murders of women in Ciudad Juárez. Fregoso 
and Bejarano prefer this term because it highlights the contribution of feminist thinkers and 
theories from the Global South and stresses the intersectional economic, political, gender, and 
cultural oppressive structure in the massive killing of women in Latin America (4-5). 
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provided by the Executive Secretariat of the National Public Security System, 

“1,640 investigations were opened nation-wide for the crime of femicide between 

2015 and 2017 alone”; in 2017, almost two feminicide cases took place daily in 

Mexico (CEDAW 3). The statistics are only estimates. The exact number of 

feminicide victims in Mexico remains unknown due to the lack of “reliable systems 

of information” (CDD and CMDPDH n. pag.) and “inconsistent legal definitions” 

of feminicide (CEDAW 6). 

Feminicide is a form of hate crime against women (Caputi 280), a gender-

specific violence grounded in misogyny, rooted in the social collective unconscious, 

and reinforced in institutional structures. According to Article 21 of Mexico’s 

General Law of Women’s Access to a Life Free of Violence, a legal definition of 

feminicide is as follows: “the most extreme form of gender violence against women, 

produced by the violation of their human rights in public and private spheres and 

formed by the set of misogynist actions that can lead to the impunity of society and 

the State and culminate in homicide and other forms of violent death of women.” 

Due to the infamous “culture of impunity” prevalent in Mexico (Camacho, “Body 

Counts” 25), few perpetrators have been convicted in the murders of hundreds of 

women at the US-Mexico border. Even with the 2007 law mentioned above, 

heinous crimes against women in Mexico are still on the rise (CDD and CMDPDH 

n. pag.). The ongoing Ciudad Juárez feminicide remains a “black legend” of the 

US-Mexico border that haunts citizens, feminists, human rights activists, and 

cultural producers in Mexico and abroad (Gaspar de Alba and Guzmán, 

“Feminicidio” 2).  

Ciudad Juárez feminicide can be metaphorically read as a horror story that 

involves haunting mysteries and odious violence. The horror story begs detectives 

to resolve its crimes. But demanding justice from the Mexican government has 

become a forlorn hope if not an impasse. After more than two decades, the Mexican 

state has still failed to thoroughly investigate the murders or take proactive action to 

stop the killings. Therefore, artists and activists have begun to investigate the 

crimes themselves and carve out alternative political space through cultural 

productions in visual culture (Hise; Portillo; Simmons).3 Among the diverse cultural 

productions addressing Ciudad Juárez feminicide, Mexican playwright Humberto 

Robles’s unpublished play script, titled “Women of Sand: Testimonies of Women 

                                                 
3 For a more extensive list of cultural productions dealing with Ciudad Juárez feminicide, see 

Appendix B “The Juárez Femicides in Print, Film, and Music: A Partial List” in Making a Killing, 
edited by Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Georgina Guzmán (298-300).  
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in Ciudad Juárez,”4 stands out as a unique piece. “Women of Sand” is an artwork 

using the form of documentary theater to explore feminicide. This article argues 

that in addition to exposing the dark reality in Ciudad Juárez, the play points the 

way toward collective healing in the face of atrocity and destruction.  

“Women of Sand” involves minimal stage directions with five generic 

characters: Actor, Woman 1, Woman 2, Woman 3, and Woman 4. The props clearly 

mentioned in the script include two benches, five lit candles, and a musical 

instrument. The play consists of ten scenes: an introduction to Ciudad Juárez, 

several testimonies from the mothers and female relatives of the murdered women, 

recommendations from the prevention campaign launched by the Police Department 

of the District of Juárez in 1998, a poem written by former political prisoner 

Antonio Cerezo Contreras, a prayer scene for the murdered women of Ciudad 

Juárez, and the last scene about the collective demand for justice. The ten scenes are 

not necessarily organized in a linear and causal fashion; each scene can be read as a 

stand-alone segment of the play.  

“Women of Sand” is licensed under Copyleft. This particular license allows 

the play to be copied, distributed, and staged by anyone as long as it is not for 

making a profit or serving the purposes of any political party, and credit must be 

given to all authors. The debut of the play was in the form of a dramatic reading led 

by Vanessa Bauche on November 24, 2002, on the occasion of the International 

Anti-Violence against Women Day (Robles, “Mujeres de Arena” 36). Since then, 

because the play is economically feasible with minimal stage directions, it has been 

read and performed by more than a hundred groups in various places around the 

world, including cities in North America, Latin America, and Europe. 

Although Robles’s play has been staged in many cities around the world, the 

work has received little scholarly engagement.5 This article attempts to fill that gap. 

Based on the script itself instead of live performances, I propose to read “Women of 

                                                 
4 The script was originally written in Spanish in 2001, titled “Mujeres de Arena: Testimonios 

de Mujeres en Ciudad Juárez.” Whether the English translation is based on the original or a 
revised Spanish version remains unclear. The beginning of the English version states that “This 
play is dedicated to the memory of Pável González, murdered in Mexico City on April 23, 2004.” 
The dedication suggests that the webpage of the English version was updated at least in 2004 or 
later. But it is unclear whether only the dedication was added to the script or whether any revision 
of the script was also made then. The quotes of the play used in this article are all based on this 
webpage, which I accessed in June 2018. See Robles, “Women of Sand.” 

5 Patricia Ybarra also points out the scarcity of US and Mexican scholarship on theatrical 
representations of feminicide (112). Ybarra’s book chapter “Neoliberalism Is a Serial Killer” and 
Christina Marín’s essay “Echoes of Injustice: Performative Activism and the Femicide Plaguing 
Ciudad Juárez” are two rare pieces that involve analysis of Robles’s play. 
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Sand” as a theatrical altar in terms of its structure and politics, thereby illuminating 

the feminist and coalitional dimensions of the play that lay claim to women’s right 

to live and prosper. Like the art of altar-making, “Women of Sand” also explores 

alterity, promotes active remembering, and creates intersubjectivities through 

mixing elements of death and life. On the one hand, the play provides an alternative 

representation of Ciudad Juárez feminicide victims to contest the “public woman 

discourse” used by the Mexican governing authorities to normalize the violence 

against victims (Wright, “Necropolitics” 713). On the other hand, the play 

facilitates the emergence of potential coalitional communities by coalescing 

heterogeneous voices into a collective one. Reading the play as a theatrical altar, I 

argue that “Women of Sand” is more about life and hope than death and despair in 

the face of intolerable feminicide. Emphasizing life is not a naïve form of positive 

thinking but a political and ethical demand for survival and flourishing on both 

individual and collective levels. Furthermore, Robles’s theatrical altar reclaims the 

sacred value of feminicide victims to subvert a patriarchal and neoliberal rhetoric of 

expendability; such a rhetoric exempts authorities from accountability toward 

women’s demise on the border. 

 

“Women of Sand” as a Theatrical Altar 
 

Due to the pervasive lack of awareness about unspeakable crimes, Robles 

composed “Women of Sand” to raise public consciousness in 2001 (“Mujeres de 

Arena” 36). With existing documents, “Women of Sand” can be categorized as a 

documentary theater play that has “roots in real life” (Hammond and Steward 9). 

But what constitutes the real in documentary theater remains a contested topic for 

performance studies scholars (see Martin; Reinelt). What we do know is that when 

the reality collectively experienced by the people can no longer be articulated 

through traditional media outlets such as newspapers, documentary theater offers an 

alternative source for audiences to access ignored evidence and muzzled truth. 

According to Julie Ann Ward, documentary theater in Mexico has taken on an 

“informative role” to offer “an alternative source for reality in the face of 

unreliability and a lack of transparency from other sources traditionally associated 

with objective facts” in a context where traditional media encounter threats to 

freedom of speech from the Mexican authorities (198). Through the staging of 

contested truth claims and testimonies that reveal the unreliability or even 

falsification of accounts of the marginalized in dominant discourse, documentary 

theater is ethically and politically engaged. Janelle Reinelt elaborates that 
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“documentary theater can catalyse public engagement and activism, although this is 

not a guaranteed outcome of its performances” (12). For artists of documentary 

theater, art is not created entirely for entertainment but should also be “the vessel 

which houses the conscience of a nation; they should ask the difficult questions 

others would rather leave unasked” (Soans 17). “Women of Sand” as documentary 

theater is no exception. Robles also emphasizes artists’ responsibility to respond to 

crises and illness in a society. He believes that artists should stand with the people 

and be committed to the immediate needs of society (“Mujeres de Arena” 41).  

The significance of “Women of Sand” lies not merely in its exposure of social, 

economic, and political illnesses that contribute to the Ciudad Juárez feminicide but 

also in women’s oppositional consciousness of violence. To accentuate Robles’s 

feminist and coalitional politics, I propose to read “Women of Sand” as a theatrical 

altar where various narratives of the lives and deaths of the murdered women are 

collected, remembered, and preserved. I derive the concept of a theatrical altar from 

the Mexican tradition of domestic altars where women play central roles.  

The aesthetic arrangement of a domestic altar varies according to its maker. 

But an altar often involves central sacred images surrounded by a collection of altar 

objects curated by its maker, such as photos, incense, candles, and gifts (Turner 95). 

Altar makers decide what objects to include and remove in different temporal 

moments; therefore, Kay F. Turner describes altar-making as “process-oriented” 

(98). Turner further argues that the “additive process results in a tendency toward 

excess, a creative layering of objects that simultaneously evokes many relationships, 

many meanings—religious, familial, personal, political. Things ride up against each 

other and are positioned in relation to each other, creating a stacked, overlapping, 

montage effect” (101). That is, juxtaposition of originally unrelated objects to 

generate alternative and ongoing relationships characterizes the art of altar-making. 

Reading “Women of Sand” as a domestic altar made public is not far-fetched. 

The collection and assemblage of existing objects in altar-making can be found in 

the narrative structure of “Women of Sand” as it weaves together different texts 

created by multiple authors. Right under the title of the play reads the credit: 

“Documentary Theater with texts by Antonio Cerezo Contreras, Marisela Ortiz, 

Denise Dresser, Malú García Andrade, María Hope, Eugenia Muñoz y Juan Ríos 

Cantú—Playwright: Humberto Robles,” positioning Robles as an altar maker whose 

art is a creative collection of existing textual objects. In other words, the textual 

integrity of “Women of Sand” is materialized through the accretion of fragments 

rather than before the existence of fragments. Similar to a home altar, the script 

structure also “demonstrates the value of fragments, which, when linked together, 
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provide a center of focus derived not by imposition, but organically through 

layering and accretion” (Turner 100). The value of fragments lies not in the reactive 

mourning of collecting the unwhole but in the affirmation of multiplicity that 

invites new possibilities. In “Women of Sand,” I read each scene as a fragment that 

is a stand-alone altar object in the non-linear organization of the script. Read 

together, the assemblage of the ten scenes on the theatrical altar stage generates 

both a communal outcry for justice and a vision of collective healing through new 

kinships and coalitional communities.  

Among the collection of altar objects in the play, I argue that the central 

images rendered sacred in the play are the verbal portrayals of Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide victims delineated by their relatives, such as the resistant portrayals of 

Natalia and Micaela that I will discuss later. Robles also includes spiritual elements 

that resemble altar-making. For example, the props of five candles remind us of 

votive candles, while a prayer scene for feminicide victims recalls a performative 

ritual in altar-making. Turner reminds us that prayers are integral to altar-making; 

they serve as “sacred codes” to “invite deities into intimate dialogue with them 

[altar-makers]” (131).  

In addition to the similarity between its narrative structure and the aesthetic 

arrangement of domestic altars, I read “Women of Sand” as a theatrical altar 

because both the play and domestic altars aim to preserve women’s oppositional 

consciousness. Altars can serve as sites for women to reflect and preserve their 

resistant consciousness against dominant ideologies. Laura Pérez argues, “As a 

form of domestic religious practice outside the domain of dominant religiosities, the 

altar has been a site for the socially and culturally ‘alter,’ or other, to express, 

preserve, and transmit cultural and gender-based religious and political differences” 

(91). Domestic altars also “bring to light the enduring and alternative beliefs and 

practices of those who have historically and unofficially worshipped” (Pérez 144). 

The significance of the altar tradition resides in its connection to women’s agency 

in daily life, in remembering both the forgotten and the marginalized, and in 

preservation of alternative value and oppositional consciousness. In the following 

section, I will illustrate how “Women of Sand” as a theatrical altar validates the 

lives of the victims through the consciousness of their mothers and female relatives 

to oppose the dominant ideological representation of the victims. Such a theatrical 

altar builds “an archeology of living memory” to collectively remember the lives, 

the spirits, and the value of the murdered women (Alexander 278). 
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Dismantling the Machinery of Feminicide 
 

To remember the lives of Ciudad Juárez feminicide victims at Robles’s 

theatrical altar is to resist the epistemological and ontological non-existence 

produced by an oppressive discourse and the militant violence of disappearance 

prevalent in Latin America. Melissa W. Wright defines such disappearance as 

follows: “To be disappeared is to be forced, either directly or indirectly by state 

agents, to be absent from social, political and economic life, and those so 

disappeared are referred to as ‘Los desaparecid@s,’ ‘the disappeared ones’” 

(“Epistemological Ignorances” 252). The logic behind the discourse of 

disappearance is a tautological one that first makes the marginalized 

epistemologically unthinkable, then ontologically non-existent, and ultimately 

rendering their political demand for justice unfounded (254).  

“Women of Sand” also hints at the rhetoric of disappearance, which 

establishes an overall oppressive context that activists and direct and indirect 

victims of Ciudad Juárez feminicide collectively fight against. Robles sets up a 

general atmosphere of futility and hopelessness in the opening scene by repeating 

the word “nothing.” After Actor gives a brief context of the feminicide, Woman 1 

says, “Anyone who has not been in the desert does not know what ‘nothing’ is” 

(Scene 1). Woman 2 follows, “‘Nothing’ is turning to the four cardinal points and 

finding precisely that: nothing” (Scene 1). The lines suggest that “nothing” is not an 

existential state one is born into but a learned knowledge one acquires after 

experiencing something lifeless and empty, like the space of the desert or the 

murders that happen there. “Nothing” prevails in every corner, overwhelming the 

society in which to expect something meaningful becomes a futile hope. 

While the word “nothing” in the opening scene is used as a broad stroke to 

establish a general suppressive atmosphere and situate the struggle against Ciudad 

Juárez feminicide, similar words that denote the void in other scenes point to how 

the impossibility of establishing feminicide as a legitimate crime leads to a denial of 

the existence of the disappeared women. For example, recalling the search for 

Natalia, a feminicide victim, Woman 1 (Natalia’s mother) says: “Nobody had seen 

anything, nobody knew anything. Nada de nada [nothing at all]” (Scene 2). 

Moreover, Woman 3, representing the voice of Micaela’s cousin, considers “the 

investigators, in terms of what they should be investigating: nothing . . .” (Scene 4). 

The repetition of “nobody” and “nothing” connotes that no legitimate crimes can be 

confirmed because no found witnesses or evidence exists within the investigation, 

which resonates with the problematic logic of disappearance commonly used by the 
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authorities in Latin America. Wright explains how the logic of disappearance is 

useful for those in power because it allows them to evade their responsibility toward 

the disappeared: “The lack of data leads to an epistemological gap, which, in turn, 

generates an ontological impossibility: The disappeared do not exist because they 

are not here. If they were to exist, then they would not be absent” (“Epistemological 

Ignorances” 251). Ciudad Juárez feminicide also follows this line of reasoning. 

With the lack of evidence and witnesses expressed in the lines of Woman 1 and 

Woman 3 quoted above, no crime can be established. If no crime is committed, 

there are no perpetrators, and thus no victims. Then, the missing women are not 

victims; they are simply non-existent because if they exist, they would appear. This 

tautological reasoning actively disappears feminicide victims, rendering them 

epistemologically unthinkable and ontologically non-existent.  

To resist disappearing forces, exposing the existence of agents who make the 

disappeared disappear becomes a subversive strategy. The shift from the feminicide 

victims simply disappearing to their being disappeared by some people or by 

structural forces is clearly expressed in the following lines, articulated by Micaela’s 

cousin: 

 

We [Micaela and her cousin] both said how horrible it must be to 

never hear from somebody ever again, that they could disappear like 

that, as if the desert swallowed them alive, and then they just turn up 

dead after so much time has passed. That’s why I am sure that you 

didn’t leave, Micaela, you were taken, in broad daylight, at 1 o’clock 

in the afternoon. (Scene 4) 

 

In the first sentence, the active voice is used in the clauses “they could disappear 

like that” and “they just turn up dead.” Using the active voice here connotes that 

those who disappear and die are responsible for their own misfortune. Even if there 

is an external cause that leads to their demise, it is a non-human one. In the quote 

above, the disappearance is attributed to “the desert.” In contrast, the passive voice 

is used in the clause “you were taken” in the second sentence. The word “taken” 

indicates that someone forcefully removed Micaela from her familiar surroundings. 

Although it remained unclear who abducted her, her cousin was certain that Micaela 

did not leave of her own will. The speaker uses the word “taken” to lay a claim that 

someone is accountable for Micaela’s disappearance in order to challenge the 

dominant discourse that disappeared women are responsible for their own 

misfortune. Both the voice change to the passive and the use of the word “taken” 
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mark significant rhetorical shifts to contest the problematic logic of disappearance. 

Emphasizing that someone is responsible for the disappeared in Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide is a resistant logic of the marginalized that exposes the tautology 

deployed by the dominant group. The subversive reasoning reveals that the 

disappearance of feminicide victims does not refer to an existential non-existence 

but to the active production of making women disappear through interlocking 

systems of oppressive power. 

According to the dominant representation of the murdered young women, 

these women “were asking for it. They lived a double life! They sold their bodies. 

They wore mini skirts” (Scene 2). Moreover, “The government insists that what 

killed the victims in Ciudad Juárez was a lack of values, going out at night, going to 

bars and dance clubs . . .” (Scene 8). The expression “a lack of values” is worth 

noting because it occurs within an intermeshed oppressive economy where women 

are considered to be expendable. The machinery of Ciudad Juárez feminicide is 

built from the overall deprecation of women since the colonial period,6  further 

mobilized by the integration of the Mexican economy into neoliberal global 

capitalism, and fortified by the corrupt system of law enforcement in Mexico.  

Women in Ciudad Juárez are “disposable third world women” (Wright, 

Disposable Women 5)7 who are “considered worse than garbage” (Scene 3). As 

Actor says, “In Ciudad Juárez women are killed for being women. Being female, 

young, pretty and poor means to become a victim of the murderers. Woman’s body: 

peril of death” (Scene 10). The deprecation of women in Ciudad Juárez is rooted in 

the dominant Mexican patriarchal society where women are subordinate to men. 

According to the Penal Code of Chihuahua, “a man who rapes a woman ‘will 

receive a sentence of three to nine years in prison.’ While, for cattle thieves, the 

Penal Code stipulates a sentence of six to forty years in jail” (Scene 3). The Penal 

                                                 
6 According to Mara Viveros-Vigoya, to understand violence against women in Latin America 

requires considering “the persistence of the coloniality of power and its effects on different 
hegemonic and subordinate masculinities as the new geopolitical and historical dynamics that 
encourage such crimes as femicide” (234). Under the coloniality of power, colonized men of 
color in Latin America used to be oppressed by white men. To seek illusive emancipation from 
white men’s suppression, men of color took women as their objects of domination to exert their 
power for the purpose of escaping from the bottom of the social hierarchy. This colonial legacy 
continues to plague Latin American societies, including Mexico. Women’s bodies remain 
contested territories where masculinities manifest themselves. 

7  See Melissa Wright’s Disposable Women and Other Myths of Global Capitalism for a 
theoretical exploration of disposability in relation to class and gender. 
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Code8  is a case in point of how misogynist ideology gets legislated; women’s 

bodies are even less valuable than cattle from the patriarchal and capitalist 

perspective. 

But in a new economy, when women’s bodies become more profitable than 

men’s, traditional manhood is threatened. In part, Ciudad Juárez feminicide can be 

seen as a patriarchal backlash against women’s gains regarding economic power 

and freedom of mobility after Mexico’s economic integration into neoliberal global 

capitalism. As Mara Viveros-Vigoya argues, “The neoliberal philosophy has 

impacted society with unforeseen consequences, reducing men’s perceived social 

value and masculine pride, and bringing about increasing violence and sexual 

aggressiveness as part of an effort to restore male self-esteem” (232). Since 

President Carlos Salinas de Gortari’s government (1988-94) accelerated neoliberal 

policies, the problems of “poverty, unemployment, the disintegration of the peasant 

economy, and migration” have been exacerbated (Olivera 107). During the 

economic restructuring, Mexico relied more and more on multinational corporations 

to survive and prosper economically. When Mexico opened its doors to the global 

market, export-processing industries, maquiladoras, mushroomed in its border 

cities, including Ciudad Juárez. Women were welcome in the new economy. The 

labor-intensive maquiladora industry favored female employees not only because 

their stereotypically nimble fingers were deemed suitable for assembly work but 

also because of their vulnerability to exploitation. Melinda Haley attributes the 

feminization of the industry to “the nature of Méxican patriarchal society and the 

Méxican gender socialization process in which women are expected to defer to 

male authority” (7). The social expectation of women’s submission to male 

authority is deployed for maquiladora owners to justify women’s low pay, the 

disposability of their labor, and their submission to strict surveillance (7). Due to 

women’s exploitability, the rate of female employment has increased while that of 

male employment has decreased (Oxman 128). Manhood is thus challenged when 

men are dislodged from the traditional breadwinner position in the new neoliberal 

economy in border cities like Ciudad Juárez. Within this particular economic 

context, violence against women becomes a means for the patriarchal society to 

restore its wounded masculinities through the destruction of women’s bodies. 

Although not all of the feminicide victims work in maquiladoras, about one-

third of the murders involve maquiladora workers (Arriola 26). The signing of 

                                                 
8 See Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s “Poor Brown Female” for the distinction between sexual abuse 

and rape in the Mexican penal code and how this distinction relates to the blame-the-victim 
discourse of the governing authorities with regard to the Ciudad Juárez feminicide (76-77). 
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NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) between Mexico, the US, and 

Canada in 1993 not only officially marked Mexico’s entry into neoliberal global 

capitalism but also increased the occurrence of violence against women in Ciudad 

Juárez. As Elivia Arriola argues, “incidents of domestic violence and femicide in 

Ciudad Juárez have risen in the wake of heavy industrialization along the border; 

that industrialization was a result of the signing of the 1993 North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA)” (25). Since the nature of “[f]ree-trade policy is about 

markets and profit, not about making corporations more socially responsible,” 

NAFTA never includes a language of workers’ rights (43). Complaints about the 

violation of workers’ rights are targeted not at multinational corporations but at the 

Mexican state. Therefore, multinational corporations can eschew their responsibility 

by blaming the Mexican side for the violation of workers’ rights. At the same time, 

the Mexican government tends to disregard complaints in order to secure national 

reputation and to continue its economic collaboration with multinational 

corporations. The Mexican national project gears toward boosting its economy at 

the expense of its citizens’ rights. The multinational cooperation between Mexico 

and first-world countries is sustained by their complicity in extracting Mexican 

women’s labor through depriving them of basic workers’ rights, such as a minimum 

wage, health, and safety. For example, in maquiladoras, women are commonly 

subject to onsite checkups to ensure that they are not pregnant; otherwise, they 

could be fired. The strict discipline to control women’s bodies intends to “turn the 

‘lazy,’ unskilled worker into an efficient production machine” (Arriola 37). The 

discipline is crucial to increase the productivity valued by transnational 

corporations and global capitalism. Capitalist productivity trumps women’s 

reproductive rights. The rights of laborers are not of concern in free trade zones 

because cheap laborers are disposable and replaceable. It is within this context that 

multinational corporations and the Mexican state are identified in “Women of Sand” 

as “accomplices, by omission and negligence, of these murders” (Scene 3).  

In addition to legal trade, the globalization of illegal economies also 

contributes to Ciudad Juárez feminicide. Although Mexican drug cartels existed 

before NAFTA, the treaty further facilitated drug transmission from Mexico to the 

US market and strengthened Mexican cartels’ power in the underground global 

market (Morris 35). To confront the increasing power of drug cartels, President 

Felipe Calderón declared a war on drugs in 2006. However, instead of effectively 

decreasing violence in the country, Calderón’s crackdown intensified the 

militarization of both the Mexican state and the US-Mexico border (Morris 37). 

Ciudad Juárez has witnessed escalating cartel-related violence with its significant 
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geographical location on the central transit routes of drug trafficking into the US 

(Mueller 137). Mueller argues that the unabated feminicide in recent years can be 

partly understood as “collateral damage” of transnational narco-trafficking (144). 

Indeed, after Calderón’s war on drugs, incidents of feminicide in the state of 

Chihuahua have skyrocketed. While 447 cases of feminicide occurred in the 

fourteen years between 1993 and 2007 in Chihuahua, 890 cases took place within 

the five years between 2008 and 2013 (CEDAW 5-6); more feminicide cases 

involved guns. In both legal and illegal industries, women’s bodies in Ciudad 

Juárez are expendable. Their bodies are not only treated as replaceable and 

disposable objects in maquiladoras but also sacrificed on streets due to the violent 

rivalry between drug cartels and between drug cartels and the Mexican state.  

What’s worse, citizens in Mexico cannot rely on law enforcement sectors to 

protect them from violence. Due to pervasive corruption in Mexico, to distinguish 

between law violators and law enforcers is difficult (Morris 29). The deep 

involvement of state officials in organized crime—especially after Calderón’s 

militant crackdown on cartels—makes Mexico suffer “a glaring ‘rule of law deficit’” 

(39). Mexican state police, along with the army, are notorious for committing 

crimes against citizens without punishment, such as vandalism, sexual violence, and 

killing of both men and women (Olivera 111). In “Women of Sand,” the police 

force is also accused of ineptitude, corruption, and indifference to feminicide. For 

example, the police fail to share the pain of the victims’ families, so they tell the 

families to “wait 72 hours to file a missing persons report” (Scene 2). Even when 

police officers do file reports, “[t]hey make things up, pure lies” (Scene 4). 

Describing the reports as “pure lies” results from the police often falsifying files by 

distorting the representation of murdered women, portraying them as promiscuous, 

and thus holding them accountable for their own murders. Furthermore, those who 

are jailed for the murders may not be the real perpetrators but only scapegoats 

whose confessions are extorted through force. Thus, “not one case has been 

resolved. Not one out of the 100 serial killings, nor any of the over 900 murders of 

women in Ciudad Juárez since 1993” (Scene 6). The intricate complicity among the 

neoliberal economy, the Mexican government, and the prevalent Mexican 

patriarchal ideology sustain the machinery of Ciudad Juárez feminicide.  

While the feminicide machinery hinges on the expendability of women in 

Ciudad Juárez as disposable workers and despicable women, Robles’s theatrical 

altar reclaims the sacred value of the victims by humanizing them. Unlike a blame-

the-victim discourse that aims to justify the death of women, Robles’s play strives 

to affirm their lives. For example, the obrera-ramera conflation in border towns, 
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used to justify the killing of women, is questioned in “Women of Sand.” The 

conflation between the roles of obrera (worker) and ramera (whore) can be 

understood in two aspects: class and the specific economy in Ciudad Juárez. First, 

working-class women are often portrayed as promiscuous or loose. As María 

Socorro Tabuenca Córdoba argues, the governing authorities eschew their 

responsibility by claiming that “maquiladora workers are not as ‘good’ or ‘decent’ 

as those women from the upper and middle class, and that is why they are killed” 

(102). Second, because of the dual economy of the sex trade and export-processing 

industries in Ciudad Juárez, women’s sexuality and feminized maquiladora labor 

are fused (Volk and Schlotterbeck 130). The worker-whore duality in Ciudad Juárez 

emerges from the very conflation of “women’s sale of their labor with the sale of 

their bodies for sex” (Camacho, “Ciudadana X” 265). The blame-the-victim 

discourse utilizes the conflation to accuse the victims of failing to perform 

traditional Mexican femininity and transgressing gendered territoriality. 

The worker-whore conflation is challenged in Robles’s theater. The 

representation of the feminicide victims in the play is associated with their dreams, 

ambitions, curiosity, and their appreciation of life. For instance, Woman 1, who 

performs the mother of the victim Natalia, uses poetic language to paint a verbal 

portrayal of her daughter as someone “in spring bloom, full of color, beautiful, full 

of dreams—petals, fragrant, soft, loving, full of laughter, joy and charm” (Scene 2). 

This blooming, aromatic, and lively image of Natalia contrasts sharply with the 

dead, garbage-like, and static bodies of the women killed and dumped in the desert. 

From the perspective of her mother, Natalia was a perseverant student who worked 

part-time at a shoe store to support her family; she gave everything she earned to 

her mother. Natalia was also a girl with ambition towards a bright future; she firmly 

told her mother once: “If I work hard, I will be somebody someday, Mamá” (Scene 

2). In contrast to the allegations of the authorities that victims invite violence due to 

their own illicit behaviors, Natalia is represented in this testimony as a family girl 

and a daughter, “a legitimate and worthy victim” in Wright’s words; thus, she is not 

disposable (Disposable Women 162). By telling the audience that Natalia stays out 

in the evening because she works to support her family, her mother, like other anti-

feminicide activists, legitimizes victims’ mobility outside the private sphere by 

“declaring that the victims were in public space for private reasons” (Wright, 

“Necropolitics” 715). Within Wright’s framework, instead of deviating from gender 

norms and transgressing gendered territoriality as the blame-the-victim discourse 

suggests, Natalia adheres to women’s gender roles by putting family obligation first 

even if she works outside the home. 
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In addition to reversing the negative image of the murdered young women 

into a positive representation, “Women of Sand” takes a step further to question the 

fundamental logic of the blame-the-victim discourse. In Scene 4, Micaela’s cousin, 

performed by Woman 3, accuses the police of misrepresenting Micaela as “the 

worst kind of girl”: a drug addict, a promiscuous woman, and a frequenter of 

nightclubs and bars. However, instead of trying to give detailed evidence to refute 

this misrepresentation of Micaela, her cousin asks, “Well, and so what if that were 

true? Let’s say that you were that way, what would be so wrong with that? The life 

of a woman like that is worth just as much as yours, just like any other” (Scene 4). 

The rhetorical question is powerful, for it challenges the underlying ideology in the 

blame-the-victim discourse that some women who fall outside of traditional 

femininity are less worthy of protection than those who conform to gender norms. 

Promoting the right of all women to safety undermines the core of blame-the-victim 

discourse, a discourse that not only allows the governing authorities to shun their 

responsibility for the feminicide but also functions as a strategy to police women’s 

bodies and behavior in everyday life. Robles’s theatrical altar affirms the sacred 

value of women’s lives however they are embodied or expressed, and whether or 

not they adhere to the external moral values imposed on them.  

As an altar established for the purpose of validating and memorializing the 

dead, “Women of Sand” also aims at humanizing and celebrating the lives of the 

massacred women in order to erode the denigratory representations the dominant 

groups impose on them. Cynthia Bejarano argues that the act of altar-making insists 

on “the celebration of life” (140). “Women of Sand” humanizes Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide victims in order to resist the discourse of disposable third world women. 

As Actor says, “The murdered women of Ciudad Juárez are more than a statistic. 

They have names, faces and stories that are too often neglected” (Scene 1). 

Similarly, Alicia Schmidt Camacho argues, “[v]oicing the unspeakable in public 

has been a vital means to interrupt the devalorization of the dead as disposable 

bodies” (“Ciudadana X” 273). By remembering and re-telling the lives and dreams 

of feminicide victims, Robles’s play challenges the controlling image of murdered 

women whose own decisions and behavior contributed to their demise. 

 

Toward a Theater of Healing 
 

Remembering in “Women of Sand” is not merely about personal mourning for 

the deceased but also about political resistance against the repressive logic of 

disappearance that renders victims non-existent. Resistant remembering in the play 
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is closely connected with voice. That is, to remember politically is to disseminate 

the victims’ voices and stories to the public. For example, Natalia’s mother, 

performed by Woman 1, says, “That is why I am here, to give echo to the voice of 

Natalia, and all the other voices that have been violently silenced” (Scene 2). 

Micaela’s cousin also decides: “I will never stop talking about her [Micaela]. I 

cannot stop until the violence stops” (Scene 4). The determination to make the 

suppressed voice and atrocity heard and acknowledged is a crucial step to raise 

awareness of the public in order to work collectively to stop feminicide. The play 

endows voice with the healing and mobilizing qualities expressed by Woman 3: 

“Juárez, raise up your voice to cure justice of its deafness. . . . If my hands do 

nothing, let my word take action” (Scene 10).  

In a politics of memory, voicing and spreading individual stories of 

feminicide victims to demand justice at Robles’s theatrical altar can be 

contextualized within a rich feminist corpus of “the personal is political.” In her 

canonical article “The Personal Is Political,”9 Carol Hanisch argues that personal 

problems are political because demanding personal solutions is destined to 

encounter impasse; “[t]here is only collective action for a collective solution” (4). 

This second-wave feminist argument, published in the 1960s, still holds true in the 

context of Ciudad Juárez feminicide. That is, since the murders of women are 

generated by interlocking social, political, and economic machinery, the crimes 

cannot be sufficiently tackled by individuals privately. Instead, to confront 

feminicide requires collective efforts. 

While making the personal political is crucial to raise public awareness of 

Ciudad Juárez feminicide, I contend that “Women of Sand” takes one step forward 

by making the political personal.10 That is, to become allies, we should not allow 

personal experience to determine which political battles we choose. Instead, we 

should take struggle against injustice personally even if we do not experience it 

first-hand. In Becky Thompson’s words, relying only on making the personal 

political to mobilize social change is insufficient because “[i]f the only issues that 

feminists deem political are those they have experienced personally, their frame of 

reference is destined to be narrowly defined by their own lived experience” 

                                                 
9 Hanisch clarified in her 2006 introduction to the article that she did not give her essay this 

title. The now famous title was given by the editors of Notes from the Second Year. The original 
essay was entitled “Some Thoughts in Response to Dottie’s Thoughts on a Women’s Liberation 
Movement.” 

10 I draw this phrase from antiracist activist Anne Braden’s “The Personal Is Political and The 
Political Is Personal” (qtd. in Thompson, “Multiracial Feminism” 347). 
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(“Multiracial Feminism” 347). Making the political personal, “Women of Sand” 

aims to catalyze coalitional communities to emerge while raising public awareness. 

Similar to Mexican home altars, the theatrical altar constructed in Robles’s 

play is also “seeking affiliation” with the divine, the familial, and the communal 

(Turner 80). Nancy Pineda-Madrid also points out that “community is a necessary 

condition for the possibility of salvation” (1; emphasis in original). I argue that 

Robles’s play intends to form a coalitional community collectively fighting against 

Ciudad Juárez feminicide. Such community builds from Chandra Mohanty’s notion 

of solidarity, which she defines in terms of “mutuality, accountability, and the 

recognition of common interests as the basis for relationships among diverse 

communities” instead of assuming any common form of oppression (7). Similar to 

Mohanty, M. Jacqui Alexander also emphasizes that a coalitional community is 

shaped by “multiple histories and events, multiple geographies, multiple 

identifications” (265). Put differently, a coalitional community is always 

heterogeneous yet interconnected. It is through the formation of coalitional 

communities that a vision of healing emerges at the theatrical altar of “Women of 

Sand.” Strategies to construct such a community revolve around blending 

heterogeneous voices into a collective voice without erasing differences. 

At the textual level, Robles imitates the genre of testimonio (testimony) in the 

Latin American literary tradition to create intersubjectivity among Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide victims. The subtitle of the play, “Testimonies of Women in Ciudad 

Juárez,” gives us a hint. Kalina Brabeck explains that testimonio is politically 

driven and born out of speakers’ “political agenda aimed at resisting oppression” 

(253). In the play, Robles uses testimonies from relatives of Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide victims to affirm the voices suppressed by the dominant discourse, as 

discussed in the previous section. Moreover, although few testimonios are included 

in the play, they serve the purpose of representing a collective reality experienced 

by other feminicide victims. Using the individual to represent the collective here 

does not suggest any essentializing move but reflects the core of the genre of 

testimonio. As John Beverley clarifies, the genre is concerned with “a problematic 

collective social situation that the narrator lives with or alongside others” (15). The 

affirmation of an individual subject in testimonio is always “in connection with a 

group or class situation marked by marginalization, oppression, and struggle. If it 

loses this connection, it ceases to be testimonio and becomes autobiography” 

(Beverley 23). The genre of testimonio is characterized by intersubjectivity. 

In Robles’s play, only four vivid stories of Ciudad Juárez feminicide victims 

are illustrated, including the stories of Natalia, Micaela, Lilia Alejandra, and 
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Erendira. But in the telling of their lives and sufferings, their relatives remind us 

that we should not be caught up by the individual names of victims without noticing 

the systematic threat of murder haunting the border area. Woman 3, performing 

Micaela’s cousin, makes it clear: “In recent years there have been many Micaelas in 

Ciudad Juárez. Or Sagrarios, or others, depending on the new names that keep 

appearing in the local papers. Each report seems like the same story, multiplied 100, 

200, 300 times or more” (Scene 4; emphasis added). Similarly, Natalia’s mother 

says, “In each one of their faces, I saw my daughter. With those dark, black eyes . . . 

it was as if they all had a little piece of Natalia” (Scene 2). The two quotes reveal an 

intersubjective struggle of the oppressed. While Micaela’s cousin notes that 

Micaela’s suffering is shared by hundreds of Ciudad Juárez feminicide victims, 

Natalia’s mother also sees the reflection of her beloved daughter in other victims’ 

faces. Recognizing the intersubjective struggle facilitates the victims’ relatives to 

build an alternative kinship bound not by bloodline but by collective struggle, 

which is shown in the use of the plural possessive pronoun “our” in the following 

lines: “The long list of names of the murdered women has been appearing on the 

pink crosses: Lilia Alejandra, Berenice, Airis Estrella, Alma Mireya . . . They are 

all our daughters, they are all our departed” (Scene 4; emphasis added).  

It is important to note that in the play, not only women but also men situate 

themselves in an extended kinship that resists the heinous crimes against women in 

Ciudad Juárez. For example, Actor, taking on an expository role in the play, closes 

the last scene with the words: “As long as one light exists, hope remains that our 

women, our sisters, our daughters will return home” (Scene 10; emphasis added). 

While Patricia Ybarra argues that this quotation marks the limitation of Robles’s 

feminist politics, I contend that Robles’s politics is actually extended by it. Ybarra 

criticizes Robles’s play for duplicating “the patriarchal gestures of the state” 

through “including a male narrator who refers to the femicide victims as ‘our 

women’” (114). Ybarra takes issue with the play ending with the male actor’s 

words, which “runs the risk of reasserting the state as a male (a supposition the play 

indulges) who has the final say” (114-15). Since Ybarra reads Actor as a 

representative of the state, inclusion of his words as the last words weakens the 

feminist politics in “Women of Sand.” But in Ybarra’s analysis, she neglects other 

references to men in the script and thus underestimates the potential cross-gender 

coalitional politics in Robles’s play.  

In “Women of Sand,” three references to men include the role of Actor, 

Antonio Cerezo Contreras’s poem to feminicide victims in Scene 5, and the play’s 

dedication to the memory of Pável González. Contreras, a social activist, is a 



 
 
 

Brena Yu-Chen Tai  101 
 

political prisoner and a hostage of the Mexican government, detained on charges of 

“terrorism and delinquency” (Scene 5). González, an activist, was murdered at the 

age of 21 in Mexico City in 2004. Since the play is about Ciudad Juárez feminicide, 

using a male expository role and mentioning the two male activists is telling. I 

argue that “Women of Sand” makes the political personal in two directions through 

the references to men. On the one hand, I read the role of Actor as akin to Robles: a 

male ally of anti-feminicide activism. Although feminicide is violence against 

women, men should respond to gendered violence ethically by taking the political 

struggle personally, even though they may never experience the violence 

themselves. On the other hand, the play urges us to recognize commonalities among 

different forms of violence so that we are committed to standing up for each other 

in struggle in order to generate an extended coalitional politics. Thus, instead of 

individualizing the violence suffered by Contreras, González, and feminicide 

victims, I suggest that the play points to a potential coalitional community built not 

from the identity of gender but from a shared resistant position to the same 

repressive logic of disappearance prevalent in Mexico and other Latin American 

countries. The commonality among Contreras, González, and Ciudad Juárez 

feminicide victims lies in “a collective subjectivity” named “the disappeared” in 

Wright’s terms (“Epistemological Ignorances” 253). Wright states that “[t]he 

inclusivity of this political category . . . means that it offers potential for making 

alliances across diverse contexts and different periods of time” (253). By including 

a male narrator, Contreras’s poem, and the dedication to González, Robles broadens 

the scope of a potential coalitional community from a gender-based one to a more 

inclusive one that encompasses anyone who can be categorized under the 

subjectivity of “the disappeared”—as well as their allies, who take the direct 

victims’ political struggle as their personal commitment.  

The play not only turns the individual and separate struggle into a collective 

and coalitional one but also makes the political struggle against feminicide personal 

to the audience, even though they may not directly experience such violence first-

hand. For instance, in Scene 6, Woman 2 uses “imagine” at the beginning of her 

sentences. She asks the audience to imagine the victim, Lilia Alejandra, as our 

intimate: as daughter, sister, cousin, girlfriend, or wife. The performative strategy 

aims to make what happens afar close to the audience. Once the relationship is built, 

Woman 2 asks the audience to imagine how Lilia was kidnapped, beaten, raped, 

tortured, and killed. Woman 2 recreates the crime scene in verbal form to demand 

that the audience bear witness to Lilia’s death. In this paradoxical verbal witnessing, 

the audience is ethically implicated in the feminicide by listening to what direct and 
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indirect victims desire to convey. As Thompson writes, “In the face of individual 

and collective deaths, we may not be able to fix anything. The most we can often do 

is listen” (Teaching with Tenderness 33). By listening attentively, we welcome 

others’ stories and lives to impact our own with the potential to catalyze alternative 

ways of engaging with others and ourselves. Through imagining and verbal 

witnessing, the audience is interpellated into an ethical kinship relationship with the 

victim in the testimony and with the women in our lives. 

Although Robles’s play creates intersubjectivity and proximity between 

individual victims and between victims and the audience, I argue that “Women of 

Sand” carefully maintains an ethical distance without eliminating boundaries 

between differences in the process of creating a collective community. The 

simultaneity between proximity and distance can be discerned in Robles’s 

performative choices. In “Women of Sand,” the voices of performers are mingled 

with female relatives who have lost their daughters and cousins. Because of the 

generic designation of characters as Woman 1, Woman 2, Woman 3, and Woman 4, 

the relationship between performers and characters is dynamic. There is no fixed 

one-on-one correlation between performers and characters. An anti-feminicide 

politics is shown in the use of generic characters, which subverts an oppressive 

alienation between perpetrators and victims in feminicide. Since feminicide is about 

killing women for being women, it is “the murder of a generic woman” (Viveros-

Vigoya 234). In feminicide, “women are depersonalised. A personal relationship or 

motivation between perpetrator and victim becomes unnecessary” (234). 

Contextualizing Robles’s use of generic characters within this understanding of 

feminicide, the playwright replaces the violent anonymity that denotes 

depersonalization in feminicide with an insurgent form of ethical distance that 

paradoxically seeks connection and relation among performers, victims’ families, 

and the audience.  

Dramatist Anna Deavere Smith’s “outside-in” acting theory can shed light on 

the defiant use of generic characters in Robles’s play. Smith’s “outside-in” 

approach originated from her resistance to the dominant acting method of 

psychological realism. One defining feature of psychological realism in acting is 

that “characters live inside of you and that you create a character through a process 

of realizing your own similarity to the character” (Smith xxvi). That is, 

psychological realism is an inside-out acting strategy through which characters are 

created within the interior of performers. Contrary to self-oriented and self-

absorbed psychological realism, other-orientation characterizes Smith’s outside-in 

approach. Smith contends, “If we were to inhabit the speech pattern of another, and 
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walk in the speech of another, we could find the individuality of the other and 

experience that individuality viscerally” (xxvii). The outside-in approach 

emphasizes that “[t]he frame of reference for the other would be the other” rather 

than our own (xxvii; emphasis in original). It also deconstructs the fixed boundary 

between performers and their subjects of representation. Put differently, Smith’s 

outside-in approach refuses to absorb others into the frame of the self, thereby 

closing off the distance between performer and character. Instead, her approach 

moves the self toward others with the purpose of taking on others’ perspectives in 

order to transform the self. In Smith’s theory, the frames of performers and those of 

characters may be in proximity or even overlap from time to time, but the goal is 

never to subsume the frame of others into one’s own. 

 In “Women of Sand,” Smith’s outside-in performance approach is 

exemplified by blending the selves of the performers with the subjects of 

representation while maintaining an ethical distance. By giving the characters 

generic names and, at the same time, specifying the person who speaks or is spoken, 

Robles does not eliminate the distance between performers and the subjects of 

representation. Instead, he creates an intersubjective performing subject through 

which performers echo the voices of the victims and their family members so they 

can be embodied, remembered, and spread to impact the audience.  

 

Keep a Light, Sustain a Hope 
 

As long as one light exists, hope remains that our women, our sisters, our 
daughters will return home. 

—Humberto Robles 
 “Women of Sand” 

 

While generic characters are used to create an intersubjective performing 

subject with an ethical distance, Robles creates a communal voice to demand justice 

through the practice of spiritual activism at his theatrical altar. As Cherríe Moraga 

informs us, spiritual activism can “hold and heal us in the worst of times” when 

spirituality inspires activism and politics moves the spirit (121). Spiritual activism 

is to use “spirituality for social change, spirituality that posits a relational 

worldview and uses this holistic worldview to transform one’s self and one’s worlds” 

(Keating 54). Spiritual activism is grounded in collectivity and interconnection 

between the self and the other to catalyze social change. 

Spiritual activism is commonly adopted by anti-Ciudad Juárez feminicide 

activists as a way of resistance and healing through public mourning and the 
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creation of an alternative social imagination. In Suffering and Salvation in Ciudad 

Juárez, Pineda-Madrid documents and analyzes the ways in which anti-feminicide 

activists in Ciudad Juárez evoke religious symbols, such as the cross and exodus, to 

disassociate the patriarchal linkage between women and suffering and to demand 

full acknowledgement of the humanity of women murdered in Ciudad Juárez. 

Pineda-Madrid argues that anti-feminicide activists’ mobilization and reinvention of 

religious symbols is a political act working toward collective healing, for this 

process not only refuses to allow the collective trauma of Ciudad Juárez feminicide 

to have the last word but also facilitates a new communal consciousness to emerge 

(111). 

Robles’s play also manifests the political practice of the spiritual. For instance, 

the scene titled “Prayer for the Murdered Women of Juárez” explicitly uses a 

spiritual prayer as a way to blend heterogeneous voices into a communal one in 

order to articulate women’s collective view on Ciudad Juárez feminicide. In the 

scene, no individual person, such as a victim’s mother or victim herself, is 

identified. Instead, performers speak through the collective “we” when saying the 

prayer. For example, Woman 2 says,  

 

May these criminals be hidden no longer, 

may our murders not go unpunished, 

may our blood, 

and that of our sisters, 

fertilize the heart of the earth where they lie 

and give us courage, strength. (Scene 7) 

 

The collective “we” points to a communal voice, blending the voices of feminicide 

victims and those of the victims’ families who survive the death of their beloved 

daughters and sisters. In the same scene, the object of the collective prayer at 

Robles’s theatrical altar, “Madre,” is not a goddess idolized in an institutionalized 

church. Instead, Madre can be found in institutions and respectable places such as 

“courtrooms,” “mansions,” and “ministerial houses,” as well as in sordid locations 

like “prisons,” “brothels,” “stinking garbage dumps,” and “dens of thieves” (Scene 

7). Evoking an alternative spirit that cares for the privileged and the underprivileged 

alike has twofold significance. First, it emphasizes the oppositional consciousness 

that is not sanctioned by institutional power and that women preserve in the 

domestic altar tradition. Second, it ensures that the suppressed voices of the 
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murdered women and their families can be heard beyond the space of authority and 

in all corners of society. 

Spiritual prayer is a means to envision healing. According to Turner, healing 

is perhaps “the most important kind of spiritual activity accomplished at the 

personal altar” (38). But the ultimate goal of spiritual activism used in Robles’s 

play is not about individual or temporary healing. Instead, it aims at social change, 

envisioning an alternative world without violence. The play gives testimonies to the 

victims’ suffering as well as their family members’ in order to raise awareness of 

Ciudad Juárez feminicide and to build connection with the audience, but it does not 

end there. The play has a more radical goal: to replace the fascination with death in 

Ciudad Juárez feminicide with a new set of values—values of life, humanity, and 

peace in the face of atrocity, death, and rage.  

Woman 2 in Scene 10, titled “Is There a God Close to Juárez?”, captures a 

more radical aspect of the play; she says, “Make a nation, they say. / No. Make the 

world. Make Juárez: a place. / To live.” In another line, Woman 2 prays: 

 

God of God, give her [the femininity of Juárez] wings, not for her to 

flee: 

But for her to stay 

in her place, the woman. 

Any place. 

God of God of God 

She is not asking you for heaven, she asks you for land, her land. 

(Scene 10) 

 

Asking for a livable land rather than wings to flee resonates with a characteristic 

dimension of spiritual activism in altar-making: “in the presence of a sacred site that 

they themselves have created, women do not seek salvation from this world; rather, 

they find a more productive, integrated sense of relationship with this world—and 

those who dwell in it” (Turner 25; emphasis in original). That is, the goal of 

spiritual activism is not to escape from the material world but to envision new ways 

of engaging the material from a holistic spiritual lens. Moreover, this urgent plea to 

demand a livable land for women in Ciudad Juárez not merely undermines the 

abstract imagined community of a nation but also disrupts the traditional association 

of Mexico with symbols of death.11 In other words, the play calls for securing a 

                                                 
11 See Claudio Lomnitz’s Death and the Idea of Mexico for how the Mexican nation has been 

closely related to the idea of death since the colonial period. 
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material basis for women in Ciudad Juárez and replacing “a wholesale inability to 

imagine a female life free of violence” with a new set of values characterized by 

prioritizing life over death (Camacho, “Body Counts” 36).  

Advocating life does not mean to deny or ignore the cruel reality in Ciudad 

Juárez. Instead, demanding life is a form of radical resistance for those who have 

suffered the greatest loss to choose not to be subsumed by the destructive rage 

aimed at others or themselves (Pineda-Madrid 143). In this sense, replacing death 

with life is not “an easy optimism but rather a sober hope” (143). As Woman 4 says: 

 

Juárez, the border of reality 

A blood-red wild river overflows 

and floods our rage. 

Get out of my heart, hate, get out. 

You may not kill my peace, you who know nothing of peace. 

Do not stain my heart with your filth 

I want to keep believing in the possibility of another world. (Scene 10)  

 

Rage is unavoidable for those who directly or indirectly suffer from the murders 

and those concerned with Ciudad Juárez feminicide, but the play promotes peace 

and hope for an alternative world as potential salves for the wound. 

“Women of Sand” is more than a documentary theater providing the audience 

with information and testimonies in order to increase political awareness of Ciudad 

Juárez feminicide. This article argues that Robles constructs an altar space in the 

play. Robles’s theatrical altar is a space where the recollection of suppressed voices, 

memories, and histories is enabled through the collection of altar objects that are 

expendable in the eyes of those in power but invaluable to altar makers. Robles’s 

theatrical altar adheres to what Turner refers to as “the ‘economics’ of the altar,” 

working to reclaim the sacred value of feminicide victims from their disposable 

value under neoliberal capitalism (109). In the economics of the altar, “anomalous 

or expendable” objects in terms of actual cost are collected on the altar platform to 

display “a show of spiritual wealth” (Turner 109). In such economics, symbolic 

value takes priority over market value (109). Similarly, in “Women of Sand,” while 

feminicide victims are treated as disposable objects by those in power, they are 

reclaimed and treasured by their families and allies. Robles’s theatrical altar 

replaces market value with a new set of humanist and spiritual values to re-appraise 

feminicide victims. The play affirms the lives of feminicide victims in order to 

resist a detrimental neoliberal ideology that renders the women disposable. By 
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remembering their lives, ongoing relationships between the deceased and those who 

remember can be forged at the theatrical altar. 

While the current US-Mexico border is described by Jane Caputi as “an 

international sacrifice zone” where “Goddess is turned into garbage” (286), the 

theatrical altar enacted in “Women of Sand” becomes a liminal area where the 

killing zone becomes a space for healing and where goddess is reclaimed from 

garbage, to play on Caputi’s words. Robles’s theatrical altar replaces the deadly 

smell in the violent border zone of Ciudad Juárez with a living breath shared 

communally between performers and audience and between audience and 

feminicide victims. Remembering to re-member the dismembered victims as well as 

blending heterogeneous voices into a communal one, a new coalitional 

consciousness is thus formed in Robles’s theater of healing. 
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