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Abstract 

 

This article identifies the importance of diverseness and the salient reasons of why LGBTI 

issues demand serious attention in the organizational policies of social movements. Taking 

a starting point in the Nyeleni Declaration from La Via Campesina, the paper also considers 

the strategic thoughts and choices that LGBTI members from the European Coordination 

Via Campesina face after a self-organized side meeting of LGBTI individuals during the 7th 

International Conference of La Via Campesina in Derio, Basque Country, during July 2017.  

 

The article investigates the positioning of those members after the successful construction 

of an alliance structure and a repertoire of argumentation that explain why gender and 

sexual diversity is necessary in the peasant movement and rural areas. It also identifies 

strategies by which members and allies attempt to frame up new horizons for the European 

Coordination Via Campesina LGBTI subgroup. The study builds on research literature and 

semi-structured interviews as a prime source of analysis. Also analyzes the movements and 

allies’ publications, both from online sources or any printed journals that are part of the 

solidarity network. 

 

 

 

Key words: Social movements, LGBTI1, food sovereignty, intersectionality, diversity, 

narrative, consensus 

 

 

 

 

 

1 LGBTI is an acronym for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Transsexuals and 

Intersex. It refers to all other possible sexualities and genders that do not feel reflected in 

one of the previous terms. 
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“As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and to flourish within it, as we learn to use 

the products of that scrutiny for power within our living, those fears which rule our lives 

and form our silences begin to lose their control over us”.  

Audrey Lorde, Sister Outsider.   

 

1. Introduction 

 

The degree and importance of diverseness in our society deserves more than a cherry 

picked election of certain minorities in a large group. Diversity is not a virtue but a fact 

which needs to be addressed in organizational groups, such as social movements, in order 

to be called a place that congregates everyone. Social movements are collective actions in 

which the populace is alerted, educated, and mobilized, over years and decades, to 

challenge the powerholders and the whole society to redress social problems or grievances 

and restore critical social values (Moyer, 1987). Approaches, such as Food Sovereignty, are 

pushed, amongst others, by international movements like La Via Campesina, which 

demand and describe a sustainable and just food system (Casellini et al, 2017). The 

following definition of Food Sovereignty is taken from the Nyeleni Declaration, and is 

partially used throughout this paper:   

 

"Food Sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 

produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define 

their own food and agriculture systems. (…) there is recognition and respect of women’s 

roles and rights in food production, and representation of women in all decision making 

bodies (…) Imperialism, neo-liberalism, neo-colonialism and patriarchy, and all systems 

that impoverish life (…) Food Sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression 

and inequality between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social classes and 

generations" (Nyeleni, 2007).  

 

Taking this declaration as a starting point for the development of the paper it is interesting 

to realize that in such a powerful declaration there is no manifestation about sexual and 

gender diversity regarding the peasant movement, although it is declared the importance of 
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women’s roles and rights in food production. There is only a slight comment on patriarchy 

as a regime that requires individuals to circumscribe into a hierarchical sexual order that 

worsens life (Warner 1993). As the concept “declaration” implies, if there is no emphatic 

and explicit statement about sexual and gender diversity, it means that it is not in the 

political agenda of the organization. Hence, in the core of La Via Campesina, it does not 

yet exist strategies focused with that topic at the international level? What does evidence 

suggest regarding more diverse organizations within international movements? What are 

the main constraint to talk about gender and sexual diversity? Why it has not been 

promoted a change in societal prejudice and promote LGBTI equality and social justice for 

everyone in such a radical and transformative social movement? This study builds on 

research literature and semi-structured interviews made during August and September 

2017. 

 

It is important to notice that although the movement have not build up in that direction nor 

diffuse intensively about it, some organization members of La Via Campesina such as The 

Movement of Landless Peasants (MST), the Sindicato Labrego Galego (SLG), and the 

European Coordination Via Campesina, have already initiated this debate within their own 

organizations, even with educational materials and forums regarding peasants and rural 

LGBTI issues (La Via Campesina, 2017). The creation of new and transformed collective 

action frames, with a combination of organized and unorganized participation, and 

sequences of information flow and interaction between LGBTI individuals and those who 

are uninterested or remain in silence in La Via Campesina display an internal cycle of 

mobilization within the social movement, also known as cycle of contention (Tarrow, 

1998).  

 

In this article, the attention is directed to the significance that for the first time in history of 

the movement, a self-organized international debate about gender and sexual diversity have 

taken place by LGBTI individuals and sympathizers, leading to an agenda that is shifting 

and widening to a more genuine international diversity in the peasant movement. As 

LGBTI workers continually confront discrimination in the workplace all around the globe 

based on their sexual orientation and gender (Köllen, 2016) and a many choose to hide their 
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sexuality (Ng & Rumens, 2017), the outcome of the initiating debate gives hope for the 

LGBTI peasants protection and equality.  

 

2. Analysis 

2.1. LGBTI inclusivity in social movements  

 

Heteronormativity is understood as a category where there is a hierarchical order depending 

in your sexuality and acquires a normative status in society, which LGBTI sexualities and 

gender are being treated as “abnormal” and “unnatural” (Colgan & Rumens, 2015). Also, 

commonly happens with cisnormativity, a term to describe a normative system where the 

normality is being cisgender –a person whose personal gender identity is the same as the 

sex category they were assigned at birth (Ng & Rumens, 2017). This hierarchical order can 

be seen in mostly all societies around the globe and even in organizations that have a strong 

commitment in social justice. This make a negative effect that can be multiplied for 

oppressed minority groups, such as LGBTI people of color who face discrimination (e.g., 

sexism, racism and homophobia) on multiple fronts (Davis, K., 2008; Ng & Rumens, 

2017). 

 

Large international movements such as La Via Campesina are characterized by grouping 

activists from different countries, but also from several (left) movement sectors (Daphi, 

2014). This means that there is a connection between what they are fighting for: 

transnational social movements jointly address different and previously separate issues such 

as labour and environment, human and animal rights – which often bring along differences 

in repertoires and forms of organization (ibid). In cultural contexts where LGBTI issues 

have gained prominence on political agendas, it has also acquired more attention in 

workplaces and social movements. Traditionally has been focused on marriage equality and 

military service, but not intensively in terms of equality and protection from harassment 

and discrimination, which also are frequently underreported in census and survey data 

arising from respondents’ fear (Gates, 2011)  
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It has been long demonstrated that LGBTI individuals experience greater anxiety, 

emotional exhaustion and social stress when they have to hide their sexual identities at 

work (Lewis et al, 2003). In a diametrical position, support from your work environment 

increases life satisfaction for LGBTI individuals due to a safer space with allies that 

advocate for greater equality (Sabat, Martinez, & Wessel, 2013; Ng & Rumens, 2017). In 

these environments, people have less need to omit or hide their sexual orientation, have 

greater voice, experience less stress and depression, and report improved mental wellbeing 

(Ng & Rumens, 2017). This means a more positive everyday experience, fostering the goals 

that they are pursuing and contributing fully to their life purposes. Indeed, one of the 

reasons for establishing LGBTI policies in organizations is the effect it has on enhancing 

organizational problem-solving capabilities and improving productivity (ibid). These 

reasons should be part of the argumentation from whom are in the front-line of these issues 

but it should be acknowledged that LGBTI rights must be mainly treated as basic human 

rights. Regarding this, it is important to bear in mind that while we live in a patriarchal 

society, encouraging organizations to be pro-poor, gender, race, sexuality and disableness 

will help to a more just world. This is important as evidence suggest that if the number of 

allies grows, support for LGBTI rights also increases (Lewis & Gosset, 2008) 

 

To understand why some social justice frames succeed or fail, it is needed to know more 

about how institutional and popular norms of cultural expression shape what activists can 

say and support (Polleta, F. & Bobby Chen, P.C., 2009). In the context of LGBTI issues in 

the last decades, the amount of momentum generated by LGBTI organizations have been 

constantly and with escalations that are linked with disruptive unrest, lobby and new laws. 

The more a form of different protest directly affects members of the public, and the more it 

interferes with an adversary’s ability to do business-as-usual, the more likely it is to draw 

the attention (Engler, 2016). What the members from the European Coordination Via 

Campesina faced after creating a self-organized LGBTI subgroup during the 7th 

International Conference of La Via Campesina is an internal cycle of mobilization within 

the social movement: they are planning an escalation for more LGBTI inclusivity. 
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2.2 Triggering a more colorful movement 

 

In August 2015, in Guararema, part of the state of São Paulo, members of The Movement 

of Landless Peasants in Brazil -called Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra (MST) in 

Portuguese- organized a country wide seminar regarding the topic ‘MST and Sexual 

Diversity’. Since many decades there has been in La Via Campesina many feminist 

approaches to counteract discrimination and all forms of violence against women in rural 

areas, but this particular event settled a global precedent between the organizations of the 

movement as sexuality was not explicitly discussed as a main topic before. Around 40 

members of the movement, who identify as LGBTI, gathered together to exchange 

experiences and support each other. The meeting took a concrete position against 

“conservative forces that reinforce racism, homophobia, machismo and any kind of 

prejudices” and to demonstrate that gender and sexual diversity is part of daily life in rural 

areas, even more that what sometimes is seen (Gioia, P., 2016). In this sense, what was 

initiated in Brazil is an addition to the definition of Food Sovereignty in the Nyeleni 

Declaration and that it is fostered by European organization of La Via Campesina. 

 

Normally what activists are up against is to one single and canonical story, but not many 

stories, whose diversity and complexity gives them the feel of reality (Polleta, F. & Bobby 

Chen, P.C., 2009) and not a normative narrative that leads to a simplification of 

experiences. Kelli Malford, member of the MST’s national coordination, pointed out that 

by organizing the event it recognizes that LGBTI actors are present in the social base since 

long time, from genuine political activists and up to the political leadership of the 

movement (Gioia, P., 2016). Noting that there is gender and sexual diversity in positions of 

influence, investigations suggest that coming out and sharing personal and sensitive 

information is a risk-taking act that helps creating more trust in a leader (Ng & Rumens, 

2017).  

 

Members of MST recognize that the event shows signs of maturation, considering the 

importance of integrating new actors in rural areas and to stop the rural exodus. “The 
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movement must reflect and represent all identities of its members”, expressed Honry 

Sobrinho, National Secretary of MST. This would be the way of slowing down the advance 

of industrial agriculture in Brazil and to reintroduce agricultural models that are based on 

environmentally friendly peasant agroecological approaches and traditional knowledge, 

making social conditions more just (Gioia, P., 2016).  

 

Facing the lack of discussion in Europe and on their own rural areas regarding LGBTI 

struggles, members of the European Coordination La Via Campesina, such as the Galician 

Peasant Union -Sindicato Labrego Galego (SLG) in Galician- have also organized seminars 

with the aim to show the diversity that exists outside the cities and, at the same time, "de-

urbanize the LGTBI agenda" and fight "the latent ruralphobia" inside and outside the 

movement (Praza Pública, 2017). Ángel Amaro, collaborator from SLG, aggregates that 

this types of instances also gives the possibilities and potentialities of the rural to generate 

alliances and spaces for collective creation" between agricultural unions, LGTBI collectives 

and neo-urban activists, bringing agroecology, peasantry and environmentalism to the 

LGTBI agenda (Ibid). Sobrinho, from MST, stated that the LGBTI political agenda has 

experienced a lot of visibility and acceptance inside and outside the movement, through the 

development of self-organized structures (Gioia, P., 2016). In this direction, these self-

organized structures help of what the authors Baker and Lukas document as strategies in 

which LGBTI individuals can protect themselves: (i) seeking out safe spaces (ii) deflecting 

harm with identity management strategies, (ii) offsetting identity devaluation/debasing by 

focusing on their contributions to the organization, and (iv) creating safe spaces for each 

other (Ng & Rumens, 2017). 

 

Creating these events in networks from different continents shape a more decentralized 

struggle which helps not just to raise awareness in their own places but also to explore their 

own ways of activism by taking example from other organizations and including their 

personal experiences, strategies and intellect. The energetic attempt to achieve recognition, 

protection and equality is still a difficult reality for LGBTI individuals in rural areas around 

the world. Social norms -and especially religions- in rural areas determine lifestyles that 

oftentimes are hostile towards sexual diversity. Also towards models of cohabitation that 
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are different from the traditional small family (Gioia, P., 2016). As the European 

Coordination Via Campesina observes closely the experiences of MST, these events will 

trigger synergic effects in the patterns of attention in different stages of La Via Campesina 

that will color even more their diversity.   

   

2.3 Framing the LGBTI escalation in the European Coordination Via 

Campesina  

 

Transformationists social movements, as it is La Via Campesina, see mounting problems in 

society and the environment as rooted in fundamental features of society today and how 

humans interrelate and relate with the environment (Hopwood et al, 2003).. They generally 

see a need for social and political action that involves those outside the centers of power 

such as indigenous groups, the poor and working class, and women (ibid). But the question 

arises again: why, in the core of La Via Campesina, as it is the Nyeleni Declaration, there is 

no mentions to gender and sexual diverseindividuals as they are ‘outside the centers of 

power’? In such a radical movement, it is unusual that the topic it is not yet a clear 

statement of support that foster equality for all the members. The following quotes by four 

LGBTQI activists from the European Coordination La Via Campesina capture contrasting 

answers to this question at the time of the interviews: 

“There are some African and Asian organizations that don’t want talk about sexual 

diversity as it is seeing as an attack to their culture (…). In La Via Campesina we want to 

support traditions but we have to challenge them as well. They have a clear idea of male 

and female, and it has to be with religion (…) Even in some countries where they can be 

pretty high educated, they do not conceive the idea of homosexuality”. 

B.B., activist from Norway  

 

“I think it is pretty easy to blame peasants from Asia and Africa. The rural world from here 

has a similar view and there are still thousands of hate speeches. I think it is better to look 

in your own community (…) I am more worried about the stereotypes: in not thinking in 

peasant lesbian women and the commercialization and pinkwashing of the LGBTI 

community”. 
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L.L., activist from Galicia 

 

“It’s important to have an inner dialogue because there are parts that don’t agree, 

especially in African countries. It’s important so then you avoid fights. Otherwise, it could 

be even a bigger internal conflict if we don’t talk about it. It’s important also to show that 

there are communities that are open and homosexual couples who can manage farms”. 

D.D., activist in Kyrgyzstan 

 

“We are late but we can’t be in a hurry. We have to understand that for some cultures is 

more difficult. If we are radical in some issues, why not in these topics. It has to come from 

grassroots level, like the meeting that we are having now, and then bring it in international 

levels”. 

G.G., activist from Germany 

 

It is estimated that La Via Campesina represent more than 200 million members. In this 

sense, the aim to make a wider and diverse organization is a difficult work, especially 

regarding issues concerning gender, sexuality and other social identities that do not 

conform the dominant group. Social movements should not only be characterized by a 

singles unity in joint mobilizations but also by the opposite: its differentiation (Teune, S., 

2007). There is this fallacy where the assertion or affirmation of the ‘self’ is an attack upon 

‘myself’ -or that the defining of ‘myself’ will somehow prevent or retard your self-

definition (Lorde, A., 1984). It is argued that efforts to resolve identity conflicts require the 

main actors to reframe their identities away from antagonistic and non-compromising forms 

that are arranged against out-groups so that they are more emollient and conducive to civic 

and even shared values (Nagles, 2012). In this direction, putting a blame in activist from 

your own movement doesn’t change the perceptions neither softens the conflict that could 

redefining collective identities in ways that are empowering and yet less polarizing (ibid).   

 

“We need more people is we want Food Sovereignty. One key element is that doesn’t 

matter which gender or sexuality a person has because is not enough, we just need more 

people (…) You have to develop new strategies with the educational system, with 
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universities, etc. Also, to organize activities with different groups and associations, and 

start doing trainings between ourselves”. 

G.G., activist from Germany 

 

 

“There’s so many people that are motivated that want to go and start farming. The factors 

of access to land and financial resources is which stops this migration of people to the 

countryside. If I had to buy a land from someone that has retired, the loan is kind of buying 

a shop in the city, and it’s 3/4 of the revenues”. 

D.D., activist in Kyrgyzstan 

 

As La Via Campesina already does, the technique of consensus agreement is a valuable tool 

for investigating the diversity of knowledge among individuals who participate in a 

setting. Some of the features of the techniques are the possibility of discovering patterns of 

agreement, what information is culturally correct in the local setting, and how closely each 

individual matches the culturally central version of knowledge (Hyatt, S. & Caulkins, D., 

1999). Counteracting hetero and cisnormativity in social movements, where people aim to 

find a place to feel safe, can still be hostile. Activist still face and experience 

microaggressions, which could be intentionally or unintentionally very offensive and 

violent to LGBTI individuals. Even with a consensus of agreements, the LGBTI members 

of La Via Campesina then must face the urban and rural area with a hostile environment.   

“In Kyrgyzstan you can even open the closet (…) I know some areas and when I am there I 

don’t feel really that is safe place in the long term (…) There’s a bishop in the village of my 

boyfriend in Germany that it is against homosexual families. I wouldn’t set there (…) I 

don’t know how the situation of a Romanian homosexual peasant is”. 

D.D., activist in Kyrgyzstan 

 

“There are some laws that are good but there is not specific measurement of how it will 

help the LGBTI community. The same sex marriage has make invisible many other rights 

that are important” 

L.L., activist from Galicia 
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“The family farming model used by FAO might fits some people but for me reproduces this 

kind of binary society which gives me allergy (…) Even when you have to do your 

education or apprenticeship, there are so many gender roles that are reproduced and that 

hide the diversity of peasant in rural areas”. 

G.G., activist from Germany 

 

It is clear then that there is an additional struggle that LGBTI members of La Via 

Campesina are facing. It involves the concurrent analyses of multiple, intersecting sources 

of oppression and is based on the premise that the impact of a particular source of 

subordination may vary, depending on its combination with other potential sources of 

oppression (Bilge, S. & Denis, A., 2010). Intersectionality, as Audrey Lorde analyzed with 

the Black Movement, should recognize that the development of their particular strengths 

and interests does not diminish the other and it does not need to diffuse their energies 

fighting for control over each other. While there is a clear recognition of a spiral of 

attention regarding LGBTI topics in decentralized organizations from La Via Campesina, 

these issues will accelerate the conversation process between who are involved and 

sensitize the uninterested or people who remain in silence within the organization. If 

members of the organization want to fully contribute to Food Sovereignty they need to live 

their sexualities and gender freely.   

 

3. Conclusion 

 

The paper has addressed the importance of diverseness and salient reasons of why LGBTI 

issues demand serious attention in the organizational policies of social movements. Support 

from working environment increases life satisfaction for LGBTI individuals as people have 

less need to omit or hide their sexual orientation, have greater voice, experience less stress 

and depression, reporting even improved mental wellbeing. This also enhance 

organizational problem-solving capabilities and improving productivity.  
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On one side, based on the Nyeleni Declaration and the non-emphatic and non-explicit 

statement about sexual and gender diversity, it can be extracted that the topic is not in the 

international political agenda of the organization. On the other hand, self-organized 

meeting has successfully constructed alliances structures and repertoires of argumentation 

that explain why gender and sexual diversity is necessary in the peasant movement and 

rural areas. They have identified new faces where they could be themselves and nowadays 

they are on the process of exchanging materials and articles, focusing in the task of 

organizing themselves at regional and local level. 

 

As the European Coordination Via Campesina observes closely the experiences of MST, it 

is noticeable the internal cycle of mobilization within the social movement which by 

gathering together they are planning an escalation for more LGBTI inclusivity. As the 

semi-structured interviews show, opinions in the organization differ from each other and 

shows that conflicts regarding moral issues are constraints to achieve their goal. The focus 

should be in concentrating the efforts to resolve identity conflicts while reframing their 

identities away from antagonistic to a more conducive behavior with shared values between 

the 200 millions members. These past meetings and the future ones will trigger more 

synergic effects in the patterns of attention of La Via Campesina members that will color 

even more their own diversity and reach the purposes of all the peasants.   
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