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Abstract 

 

Through a feature-length screenplay and accompanying dissertation this creative 
practice as research project addresses questions of biopolitics, women’s rights 
and reproductive justice. The research focuses on my own country, Ecuador, but 
alludes to a broader Latin American context. In this research, the practice of 
fiction screenplay writing configured my own understanding of the addressed 
issues.  Based on this understanding, in the dissertation, reflecting upon “The 
Ladies Room” screenplay, I formulate an explanation around these issues.  

The first chapter of the dissertation focuses on the legislative context of “The 
Ladies Room” story. The second, third, fourth and fifth chapters articulate the 
possible world the screenplay proposes, relative to our four protagonists, 
respectively. The first chapter juxtaposes Ecuadorian Constitutional and Criminal 
Law, and public policy, against international human rights instruments with regard 
to women’s rights.  

Through the screenplay’s character of Isabel, the second chapter interrogates 
reproductive coercion and access to safe abortion, the notion of potentiality 
(not) to, the institution of motherhood and the practice of mothering. The third 
chapter revolves around Marcia, and how this female character embodies forms 
of biopolitical power that discipline the body and regulate the population; this 
chapter also reflects upon the family as an institution and the differential 
valuation between productive and reproductive work.  

In the fourth chapter, I understand Alice as a gendered configuration of Giorgio 
Agamben’s Homo Sacer, and it is through her that the screenplay investigates 
the possibilities of speaking and been heard, the historically conflicting 
appearance of women before law, and contemporary forms of thanatopolitics.  

The fifth chapter interrogates the notion of “unwanted” children, articulated by 
the character of a little girl, Karlita. This proposes a reflection about a child, any 
child, as a being-after-birth, the pure possibility of a life, that is a life-to-be-
mothered, characterized by a constitutive relationality. The dissertation’s final 
chapter argues for the necessity of beings-after-birth to create another form of 
biopolitics, one that is no longer a technology of power over life, but of power of 
life.  
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Introduction 

The creative practice as research project “Dissenting fiction re-righting law” 

investigates issues of biopolitics, women’s rights and reproductive justice in my 

home country, Ecuador. In this project, the practice of fiction screenplay writing 

“undoes, and then re-articulates, connections […] framing a given sense of 

reality,” (Rancière 2010, p.149) as Jacques Rancière notes, with regards to “the 

practice of fiction.” In “Dissenting fiction re-righting law” this practice takes the 

form of a feature length screenplay entitled “The Ladies Room.” The fifth draft of 

the screenplay is submitted with this dissertation, for examination purposes. In 

order to grasp the dialogic relationship between screenplay and dissertation, I 

recommend reading the screenplay first. “The Ladies Room” constitutes a crucial 

component of my research practice, since it (re)configured my understanding of 

the proposed topics. These include: unplanned pregnancy, forced reproduction, 

clandestine abortions, coercive motherhood, the practice of mothering, and 

neglected children, their care, needs and possibilities. The underlying question 

that guides my reflection about these principals is: Is it possible to create a 

legislation-based fiction that articulates a political argumentation about women’s 

rights and reproductive justice, in Ecuador and Latin America, in order to 

challenge, contest or complement the law?  

Although the dissertation’s first chapter offers a full synopsis of the screenplay, 

to contextualise these introductory words, the logline of the “The Ladies Room” 

might be useful: In an isolated hacienda amongst the Andes, two sisters, Isabel 

and Marcia, secretly raise a child, Karlita, in the same house where clandestine 

abortions are performed. When an unwelcome guest, Alice, prolongs her stay 

inside “The Ladies Room,” conflict arises, blood is spilled and secrets are 

revealed, changing forever the lives of these four women. 

“Dissenting fiction re-righting law,” as a creative practice as research project, is 

articulated through and around “The Ladies Room” screenplay. From a 

methodological perspective, “Dissenting fiction re-righting law” is grounded in 

Patricia Leavy’s “Fiction as research practice: short stories, novellas, and novels,” 
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(Leavy 2013) and is informed by Paul Ricoeur’s reflections about the text. For my 

research, Ricoeur’s collections of essays “From text to action. Essays in 

Hermeneutics II” (Ricoeur, From text to action 2008) and “Hermeneutics. Writings 

and Lectures, Volume II” (Ricoeur, Hermeneutics 2013) have been particularly 

useful to rethink the relations between understanding and explanation, fiction and 

action.  

Reading Leavy in this context constitutes an approach to fiction as research, I 

argue that for “Dissenting fiction re-righting law” the “act of writing,” is “the act of 

research;” since the writing itself has functioned alongside this project as a 

“method of inquiry and representation” (Leavy 2013, p. 54). This means that my 

understanding of the issues explained in this dissertation took place during my 

creative writing practice, my practice of fiction, to reiterate Rancière’s thoughts in 

this relfection (Rancière 2010, p.149). This understanding was configured in the 

process of writing and rewriting the five drafts of the screenplay (some in Spanish, 

some in English),1 and was refined while editing those drafts. In the dissertation, 

I offer an explanation about my own understanding, articulated through the fifth 

draft of the screenplay. This explanation intends to enable its reader to gain an 

understanding about the issues the story addresses, aiming to facilitate the 

screenplay’s readers’ transit between, “what it says to what it talks about,” as 

Ricoeur observes, with respects to the hermeneutics of the text (Ricoeur, From 

text to action 2008, p.160). The dissertation is, therefore, my proposed way of 

reading a fictional work that, drawing ideas and categories from varied sources, 

configured my own understanding. In this sense, I agree with Ricoeur’s assertions 

about the dialectical relationship between understanding and explanation, where 

understanding “precedes, accompanies, concludes, and thus envelops 

explanation,” while explanation “develops understanding analytically,” (Ricoeur, 

From text to action 2008, p. 138). The dissertation that accompanies “The Ladies 

Room” screenplay constitutes my explanation, articulated as a biopolitical 

                                                            
1 At this point, it is important for me to make a clarification not directly related to the dissertation: it is 
my intention to make a film out of the screenplay, and to produce it in Spanish, primarily for a Latin 
American audience. Yet, the creative process of writing and rewriting the screenplay, as part of this PhD 
research, took place in English and Spanish, leading to a final English submission of the document, to 
facilitate receiving appropriate feedback from my chosen research supervisors. 
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reflection, about the status of contemporary reproductive justice issues in 

Ecuador. 

The screenplay writing (and rewriting) draws on many sources that include my 

own lived experiences and interests in dialogue with a broad range of 

bibliographic material: Ecuadorian legislation, comparative constitutional law, 

international human rights instruments, public health documents, news articles 

and diverse texts from disciplines that comprise political theory, philosophy, 

gender studies, motherhood studies, cultural studies, population and health 

studies, amongst others. These sources, and the dialogues they establish with 

the screenplay, are explained in this dissertation. In this sense, “The Ladies 

Room” screenplay constitutes what Ricoeur terms “a syntheses of the 

heterogeneous,” because: 

bringing together the facts recounted into one told story it draws a unified narrative from 

the dust cloud of events, where in doing this the plot combines intentions, causes, and 

accidents, and in the end pulls together a temporary configuration from a succession of 

discrete events (Ricoeur, Hermeneutics 2013, p.15-16). 

This “succession of discrete events,” when presented in a story, can be 

articulated in a highly arbitrary temporal-spatial construction. When writing fiction, 

the settings of the story are a major consideration that can have a significant 

impact in the storytelling process and, eventually, in the story told. As part of my 

research, “The Ladies Room” settings are grounded in Ecuadorian legislation. 

Setting a story on legal grounds enabled me to shed light on the modus operandi 

of power over the flesh, by designing four female characters that constitute 

refractions and reflections of the different forms of inscription of the law on the 

bodies.  

In the context of this research, the practice of screenplay writing is a means to 

formulate a “dissenting opinion” (Graycar 1990) to contest Ecuadorian law and 

public policy, with regards to reproductive rights, putting in evidence the norm 

when it effectively disenfranchises women. The screenplay also interpolates the 

Latin American human rights framework that establishes a conflict between 
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women’s rights and the recognition of “the right to life” from the time of 

conception. It is in this sense that the “The Ladies Room” story, within and beyond 

a screenplay that might eventually become a film, constitutes a “political 

demonstration,” that, as Jacques Rancière notes, aims to render “visible that 

which had no reason to be seen” (Rancière 2010, p. 38).  

But “to see” might not be an easy task. While some things become visible as one 

zooms into them, other things start to make sense only when seen from a 

distance. During the almost four years living in Australia until the completion of 

my PhD studies I have been able to put my homeland, Ecuador, in the 

perspective provided by an oceanic distance. I moved to Australia to pursue my 

doctoral degree at the Victorian College of the Arts, and my child accompanied 

me in this journey. My daughter and I were born and raised in Ecuador, and we 

will both go back to our home country at the end of this process. That is probably 

one of the reasons why, what started as an inquiry about the horizon of 

possibilities of single motherhood, ended up becoming a broader reflection about 

the experiences of childhood, womanhood and motherhood in Ecuador; and, at 

the same time, a reflection about the juridical-political context that frames those 

experiences.  

When I began the screenplay writing process, I decided to set the story in the 

Andes mountains. Reflecting on this choice, I believe it was more an organic 

reaction towards the story than a conscious decision. I was born and raised near 

Ecuadorian highland cities located in the middle of the Andes: Cuenca and Quito. 

The latter is located 2,850m above sea level. Both cities are surrounded by 

mountains, which makes it possible to find a significant number of hidden houses 

and isolated haciendas fairly close to major cities. Ecuador has four regions: the 

highlands, the coastland, the Amazonia and the Galapagos Islands. Since “The 

Ladies Room” is telling what I consider a familiar story, as will be explained in 

chapters two and three, I wanted to set it in what I consider a familiar landscape.  

With regards to the four female characters who populate “The Ladies Room” 

screenplay, since Ecuador is a self-declared pluri-national and multicultural 
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country (Constitucion) with a colonial history: a mestiza-majority population and 

several Indigenous nations with different languages and distinctive cultural 

identities, I decided against making assumptions about the characters’ ethnicity 

and/or cultural identity. This is intended to account for the widest possible range 

of casting options, however, I did make assumptions with regards to the socio-

economic status of the characters whose material living conditions would be 

portrayed in the film. The household of Isabel, Marcia and Karlita could be 

considered part of the Ecuadorian middle-class, impoverished after the economic 

and political crisis that of 1999, which continued into the first decade of the 21st 

century. This creative decision is suggested in elements like the description of 

the family household, the house, Marcia’s car, and the daily tasks of Isabel and 

Marcia. I do not provide a backstory of Alice, nor do I make assumptions with 

regards to class, citizenship status, gender identity, etc. For all intents and 

purposes, I want her character to be read as a potential representation of any 

young woman in Ecuador under the current legislative regimes.  

While writing and rewriting “The Ladies Room,” I was able to see a version of my 

country that I had hitherto not fully envisaged. This shift in perspective resulted in 

a shift of understanding that allowed me to (re)create Ecuador, as a possible 

world peopled by four female characters. This means that the Ecuador described 

in “The Ladies Room” is not all Ecuador is, but a version of it; a vision I was only 

able to see from a distance and through the writing. With respects to this world-

of-the-text Ricoeur observes: 

The literary text in general, a narrative one in particular, projects before 

itself the world-of-the-text, a possible world, to be sure, but a world 

nevertheless, a place I can think of myself inhabiting in order to carry out 

there my own-most possibilities. (Ricoeur, Hermeneutics 2013, p. 17)  

Writing and rewriting the five drafts of “The Ladies Room” allowed me to see a 

possible world that describes a version of Ecuador; concurrently this process 

configured my understanding that enables the explanation provided in this 

dissertation. In this sense, for me, the screenplay unleashed “the heuristic force 
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of fiction” that Ricoeur defines as fiction’s capacity of unfolding “new dimensions 

of reality” that confirm “the power of fiction to re-describe reality” (Ricoeur, From 

text to action 2008, p. 170-171).  

With regards to the dissertation’s structure, the first chapter establishes the 

fundamental legislative context of the story. Based on these legal grounds, I begin 

constructing my political argumentation (Rancière 2010, p.39), that constitutes a 

dissenting opinion (Graycar 1990) and challenges a social consensus; 

constructed and legitimized through an Ecuadorian Constitution that 

disenfranchises women.  

First, I analyse how the Ecuadorian Constitution infringes on a wide range of 

fundamental women’s rights, by recognizing and guaranteeing the “right to life” 

from the time of conception. I then trace a trajectory of recognition of the “right to 

life” in international human rights instruments, focusing on the “International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” and the “American Convention on Human 

Rights,” in order to make evident how the “right to life” established by the former 

becomes the “right to life from the time of conception” included in the latter.  

Afterwards, I reflect upon the binding character the “American Convention” has 

for its signatory estates, to analyse its consequences with regards to the 

recognition of women’s rights in the region. Then I focus on the Ecuadorian case 

in order to explain how the Ecuadorian Criminal law puts women in danger, by 

criminalizing intended abortion (even in cases of rape, incest or fatal foetal 

impairment) and by establishing obligations for health services providers to police 

and report to the authorities those women who seek medical assistance due to 

alleged complications with clandestine abortion procedures. I analyse these 

legally established policing mechanisms that target women, in terms of women’s 

fundamental rights recognized in The International Covenant of Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights and The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination against Women. The chapter goes on to stipulate an account of 

the public debate surrounding the recent enactment of the Ecuadorian Criminal 

Code, to illustrate the situation and recognition of women’s rights within a 
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patriarchal society. This concludes by introducing Loretta Ross and Rickie 

Solinger’s ideas regarding the Reproductive Justice framework of understanding, 

in order to reinterpret the lack of access to safe abortion (amongst other 

appropriate health services) and the consequentially higher morbidity and 

mortality rates of women, as social justice problems. 

The second chapter discusses unwanted pregnancy and coercive reproduction, 

as articulated through the character of Isabel in “The Ladies Room.” This is the 

first of four character driven chapters within the dissertation, built around those 

forms of individualisation that constitute each of the four female characters who 

populate the possible world of the story. I begin the second chapter establishing 

a vocabulary, derived from health and population studies, that allows a discussion 

about intended and unintended pregnancies and births. Then I bring into my 

inquiry several Ecuadorian public health official documents, to substantiate the 

incidence of unintended pregnancies and births in the country, and the official 

strategies to conceal the number of unwanted pregnancies that are forcibly 

carried out until delivery. Based on official data, I suggest that one in every two 

Ecuadorian women is rearing a child she did not want to give birth to, and Isabel 

is one of them.  

I go on to explain why it is impossible for Isabel to mother Karlita; the six year old 

girl who grows up unaware that she is Isabel’s unwanted daughter. From the 

perspective of motherhood studies (in research supported by Andrea O’Reilly and 

Sarah Ruddick, amongst others) I distinguish between the normative patriarchal 

institution of motherhood in the constituted form of the term, which is imposed 

over women as a mechanism of oppression, and the practice of mothering in the 

constituting form of the term which is potentially empowering for women and 

children. Then, I reflect on women’s reproductive capacity, with regards to the 

notions of “potentiality to” and “potentiality not to.” I conclude that for those 

women represented by Isabel, for whom reproduction is not a capacity that may 

or may not be exercised (being both equally worthy decisions), but an obligation 

of (not) having children, this capacity has been reduced to a function that 

operates in accordance with external interests. I argue that redefinition of 
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reproduction as a function transforms it into a dimension of absolute impotence 

for women, and an expression of external sovereignty over their bodies.  

The third chapter belongs to Marcia. With her character’s help, I propose a 

biopolitical approach to reproduction, in the context of the politics of the family. I 

start this reflection by grounding the notion of biopolitics in Michel Foucault’s 

work. In this view, I initially distinguish between the anatomo-politics that 

disciplines the body and the biopolitics that regulates the population (Foucault, 

The Will to Knowledge 1978). I then question the notion of population, and its 

political role in modern politics, in order to analyse the redefinition of the institution 

of family as an instrument for the government of the population.  

At this point, I bring into my analysis Silvia Federici’s theoretical construction 

with regards to the historical phenomenon of the witch-hunt (Federici 2004). 

Therein, she highlights that the disciplining of the (female) body and the 

regulation of the population (Foucault’s anatomo-politics and biopolitics), far 

from being two different things, are one political mechanism that enforces an 

instrumental use of reproduction for economic and political purposes. Federici’s 

historical account of the sexual division of labour attributed a differential 

valuation to productive and reproductive work. I then bring Andrea O’Reilly’s 

matricentric feminist perspective into conversation with Federici, in order to 

question the contemporary forms and characteristics of this differential 

valuation. This is made evident in the wide pay gap between women and men, 

but also in the wider pay gap between women with children and unencumbered 

women (O'Reilly 2016). Finally, by proposing a way of understanding Marcia’s 

constant surveillance practices regarding the quality of care that Isabel provides 

to Karlita, I address the issue of the policing strategies that target women’s 

reproductive work.  

The fourth chapter proposes a reading of Alice, the mute 17 year old who bleeds 

for the bulk of the screenplay inside the literal ladies room. To begin, I explain 

Alice’s voicelessness in terms of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s question “Can the 

subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1994). Then I propose an initial reading of Alice’s 
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indeterminate presence in the light shed by Gilles Deleuze’s reflections about 

pure immanence, (Deleuze 2012) illustrated by this example of “bare life.” 

I move on to suggest an interpretation of Alice in Giorgio Agamben’s theoretical 

construction of the Homo Sacer (Agamben, Homo sacer 1998). First of all, this 

connotation implies an attempt to engender the notion of Homo Sacer. I 

investigate this form of life that may be killed but not sacrificed, completely 

abandoned by the law, and ruled by a permanent exception that inscribes 

sovereign power over life. This sheds light on the juridical and political status of 

women in the Ecuadorian Constitution, which creates an exception for their 

reproductive rights, precisely in the context of their constitutionally recognized 

basic human rights. Then, I explore the criminalization of intended abortions in 

Ecuador, and the policing mechanisms that Ecuadorian criminal law establishes 

to force health professionals into reporting women who seek medical attention 

due to possibly life-threatening complications after clandestine abortions. I 

conclude that this configures a constituted (and constitutionally recognized) 

gender-based thanatopolitics. 

The dissertations final chapter proposes a way of understanding six-year-old 

Karlita. Since Karlita is Isabel’s “unwanted” daughter, born by Marcia’s coercion 

over her sister, the introductory section of this chapter inquires the idea of 

“unwanted child.” I suggest the idea of the “unwanted child” as a way to designate 

that child who was born from an unwanted pregnancy forcibly carried on upon 

delivery. But the child would be unwanted only if the biological mother feels, with 

respect to the child, similar rejection to the one she experienced with respect to 

her unwanted pregnancy. In this view, I suggest to consider that an “unwanted 

child” will be “unwanted” primarily with respect to her biological mother. This 

reflection concludes with a proposition: to understand that beyond this intimate 

and intersubjective sphere, the “unwanted child” is a child, a “being-after-birth” 

(Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014). This necessarily re-defines (and rules) life in 

terms of life itself, from a perspective aligned with Bottici’s geneapolitics (Bottici, 

Rethinking the Biopolitical Turn 2015).  
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With Bottici, I transition to the notion of “beings-after-birth” in order to interrogate 

the possibilities of understanding birth as the preeminent defining moment of 

human existence (the status often attributed to death). By recognizing the 

fundamental role of birth in human existence, this event that Adriana Cavarero 

identifies as pure possibility, inaugurates an undefined journey. At this point in 

my reflection, I return to Gilles Deleuze’s ideas about pure immanence as a life 

in order to suggest “beings-after-birth” as a form of pure power, characterized by 

what Judith Butler considers a primary form of bodily vulnerability (Butler 2004) 

that requires others’ presence and care. Then I bring Adriana Cavarero’s 

reflections about birth into conversation with the work of Hannah Arendt, in order 

to conclude that any scene of birth is incomplete without the figure of the mother, 

inclining towards the child (Cavarero 2014). Afterwards, I explain Sarah 

Ruddick’s broad definition the mother, which might include anyone (male or 

female) willingly performing maternal work, and bring back into my reflection 

Ruddick’s notion of a life-to-be-mothered (Ruddick 1995). Finally, I conclude that 

Karlita, a being-after-birth, is a child, and therefore, a life of pure possibility, 

whose defining hope is to be understood as a life-to-be-mothered. In the end, in 

the dissertation as in the possible world of the screenplay, Marcia inclines herself 

towards Karlita, the child she chose.   
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CHAPTER ONE: SETTING A STORY ON LEGAL GROUNDS 

INT. DINING ROOM - DAY 1 
 

Ecuadorian Highlands. An isolated house in the 
middle of the Andes: old wooden furniture, thick 
fabric curtains, and a pine cupboard filled with a 
disturbing number of white origami cranes, all same 
size. 

 
The dining and lounge rooms are connected through a 
glass wall with a glass door. A thick black 
curtain hangs in the corner of the glass wall, it 
hides this access whenever needed. 

 
The dining and lounge room’s windows are wide open. 
Next to the dining table there is a cupboard, on 

the top of it rests a porcelain cookie jar.2 

The opening lines of “The Ladies Room” ground the story in the highlands of 

Ecuador, a Latin American country crossed by the Andes mountain range. These 

lines also suggest that the events unveiled as the narrative unfolds, happen in a 

domestic environment. “The Ladies Room” is a screenplay about women’s lives, 

biopolitics and reproductive justice in Ecuador and Latin America. It tells the story 

of four female characters: Karlita, a little girl, 6 years of age; Alice, a young 

woman, 17 years old, and two adult women; Isabel and Marcia aged 40 and 45 

respectively. They are forced to coexist in this domestic environment for one 

week. Through the characters’ interactions, the screenplay addresses issues of 

“unwanted” pregnancies, clandestine abortions, human rights, biopolitical power 

over women’s bodies, and the conditions of birth and care of “unwanted” children.  

The establishing scene situates the story in the Ecuadorian highlands. Initially, 

there is a deliberate absence of indexical temporal references that could specify 

when the story takes place. A few props appearing on set as the storytelling 

progresses (a wireless phone, a Walkman) suggest a certain modernity of the 

recounted events, historically locating them around the 70’s and 80’s. The initial 

chronological ambiguity, coupled with the geographical specificity of this story, 

have been crafting decisions. Scarce dialogue hints spread throughout the 

screenplay make reference to the criminalization of intended abortion, and the 

                                                            
2 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 1.  
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legal obligation of health providers to report patients seeking medical attention 

after complications in clandestine abortions, suggest that the story takes place 

after the 10th of February 2014. It was from this date forward that the 

Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code was enacted in Ecuador.  

Before diving into the norms of Ecuador and Latin America’s legislative context, 

a brief explanation about the story itself may be useful. 

1.1. A synopsis  

The Ecuadorian Highlands, an isolated homestead lost in the middle of the Andes 

Mountains. Two women inhabit a house full of secrets and raise their little “niece” 

who has never left the farmland. 

Daily, Isabel (40) stays at home with Karlita (6), while Marcia (45) goes to work 

in the nearest town. At night, “Auntie Marcia” comes back for evening games and 

bedtime stories with her beloved Karlita. 

But besides their everyday activities, these women have a weekly occupation. 

Each Monday, Marcia brings home a “lady,” always a different one, who spends 

the afternoon locked up with Isabel in “The Ladies Room.” When the Ladies 

Room’s door is locked, Karlita can wander around the house avoiding the severe 

gaze of her strict “Aunt Isabel.” On Monday night, Marcia drives the “Monday 

lady” away from a house she will never come back to.  

But one Monday, a Lady stays overnight inside the Ladies Room and Karlita 

wants to know why. As the unwelcome stay prolongs, Isabel spends long 

sleepless nights locked in with the Lady. Fear and pain start to take over the 

house and the tension between Isabel and Marcia increases, as they realize their 

secrets are soon to be revealed. One day, Isabel’s extreme attempts to keep a 

curious Karlita away from “The Ladies Room” endangers the child. Yet, life must 

go on and the next day Marcia goes to work, as usual.  
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Karlita, recovering from pneumonia, takes advantage of Isabel’s slips to try to 

sneak into The Ladies Room. Until she succeeds. Inside the room, Alice in bed, 

an agonizing teenage girl who can’t speak. Karlita knows very little about people, 

life and death, yet she can feel something is wrong with Alice and she decides to 

take care of her. For Alice (17), the child’s presence is daunting at first, but 

through giggling, signs and drawings, their own language! They form an 

unexpected bond.  

At this point, Isabel’s plate is full. She takes care of a house and a sick child she 

doesn’t want, and she does everything she can to save a bleeding young 

woman’s life, for she performed the clandestine abortion that has Alice dying 

inside “The Ladies Room.”  

Marcia and Isabel’s relationship deteriorates, no more sisterly affection for these 

two. Isabel insists on taking Alice to the hospital and Marcia opposes for fear of 

imprisonment. In Ecuador (and most of Latin America) abortion is a crime 

punishable with jail. Driven to her limit, Isabel starts taking some time-off with the 

help of her handy sleeping pills.  

In the meantime, Karlita and Alice’s bond becomes stronger, and the kid 

confesses their friendship to her “Auntie Marcia.” Marcia doesn’t say a word to 

her sister, for fear of her harsh behaviour towards the child. But Isabel finds 

Karlita inside “The Ladies Room” and her vicious reaction reveals their ultimate 

secret: Karlita is Isabel’s unwanted daughter, whose birth was enforced by 

Marcia’s threats to report her to the authorities. 

In the end, nobody dies in that isolated house lost in the middle of the Andes 

Mountains, briefly inhabited by four women. Two women, one of whom is a 

younger version of the other, stay in the house; and two women, one of whom is 

a younger version of the other, depart and never come back.  

 

 



19 
 

1.2. Legal grounds for setting a story  

Hinging a narrative arc on legal grounds can be understood as a deliberate 

attempt to articulate a political argumentation and demonstration, wherein fiction 

constitutes the legal terms for a claim, as a strategy to reposition a dissenting 

politics that a historical consensus has long forgotten. 

Jacques Rancière contends that dissensus, “the essence of politics,” far from 

being a confrontation of different opinions and political interests, is “the 

demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself. Political 

demonstration makes visible that which had no reason to be seen.” (Rancière 

2010, p. 38). 

In the legal lexicon of certain juridical systems, a dissenting opinion is the 

written expression of disagreement, where one or more judges dissent with the 

judgment of the majority in a court case. Beyond the legal sphere, dissenting 

opinion often refers to the opinion of an underrepresented group on a specific 

topic. Australian lawyer and academic Regina Graycar’s Dissenting Opinions: 

Feminist Explorations in Law and Society (Graycar 1990) mixes these two 

frameworks of understanding to address the different forms of women’s 

historical exclusion from legal spheres, and recognizes how and “where women 

resort to law, their status is always already imbued with specific meaning arising 

out of their gender.” (Smart 1990, p.7) 

Conversely, since, as Rancière notes, dissensus can be understood as an 

attempt to render visible what otherwise would not be seen (Rancière 2010, p.38) 

the term dissenting fiction has been used to refer to the literary representation of 

certain minority groups, (Moses 2000)3 and to make reference to the modes of 

literary representations of certain subjects that do not conform to the normative 

and mainstream discourses about them.4  

                                                            
3 See for example Cathy Moses (2000). Dissenting fictions : identity and resistance in the 
contemporary American novel. n.p.: New York : Garland Pub. 
4 See for example Brenda Ayres (1998). Dissenting women in Dickens' novels : the subversion of 
domestic ideology, Westport, Conn. : Greenwood Press. 
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Aligned with these positions that, in different ways, account for a generative 

polylogue that I consider a necessary condition of the political, I propose the 

dissenting fiction of “The Ladies Room.” The screenplay is a political 

demonstration for which this dissertation constitutes an important, but 

nonetheless complementary, explanation. According to Rancière: 

A demonstration is political not because it occurs in a particular place and bears upon a 

particular object but rather because its form is that of a clash between two partitions of 

the sensible. A political subject is not a group of interests or of ideas; but the operator of 

a particular dispositif5 of subjectivation and litigation through which politics comes into 

existence. A political demonstration is therefore always of the moment and its subjects 

are always precarious. (Rancière 2010, p.39) 

The first creative decision that I made in my proposition of a dissenting fiction that 

constitutes a political demonstration of and from a subject whose precariousness 

will be discussed in the next four chapters of the dissertation, was to ground “The 

Ladies Room” in legal terms. But law is a vast hierarchical domain, and to find 

the appropriate grounds for storytelling that allow that story to be considered a 

“political demonstration” can be a complex task.  

Since this research is based on the practice of fiction (creative writing), deeply 

rooted in the notion of dissensus and informed by Rancièrian thought, I welcome 

his observations about how “[t]he practice of fiction undoes, and then re-

articulates, connections between signs and images, images and times, and signs 

and spaces, framing a given sense of reality, a given ‘common-sense,’” (Rancière 

2010, p. 149) and concludes that any search for the legal grounds to set a 

dissenting story should begin with the epitome of legality and consensus: the 

Constitution. In this case, we begin with the Ecuadorian Constitution.  

A constitutionally grounded storytelling practice might be just a starting point of a 

complex reflection about rights, agency and possibility. It allows me to trace 

backwards, looking for the roots of the constitutional texts relevant to our inquiry. 

And forwards, for their translation in other forms of law and public policy.  

                                                            
5 Italics in the original. 
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The Ecuadorian Constitution (the 20th of the country’s history), enacted in 2008, 

defines Ecuador as:  

[A] constitutional State of rights and justice, social, democratic, sovereign, independent, 

unitary, intercultural, pluri-national and secular. It is organized as a republic and is 

governed using a decentralized approach. Sovereignty lies with the people, whose will is 

the basis of all authority, and it is exercised through public bodies and direct participatory 

forms of government as provided in the Constitution. (Constituent Assembly 2008, Art. 1)  

As proper to “a constitutional State of rights and justice” where “[s]overeignty lies 

with the people,” the Ecuadorian Constitution recognizes a broad range of basic 

human rights. Article 66 specifies in 29 numbers the constitutionally guaranteed 

rights of all people. Numbers 1 and 10 are pertinent for this reflection: 

Art. 66. The following rights of persons shall be recognized and guaranteed:  

1. The right to the inviolability of life. There shall be no capital punishment. […]  

10. The right to make free, responsible and informed choices about one’s health and 

reproductive life and to choose when to have children and how many. (Constituent 

Assembly 2008, Art. 66) 

Constitutional Article 66, Number 1 consigns the right to life. This is a basic 

human right stated in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 

adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on the 16th of December 

1966 and ratified by most Latin American countries, including Ecuador.  

Article 6, Number 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

states the right to life by saying: “Every human being has the inherent right to life. 

This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his 

life.”6 The same article, in numbers 2, 4, 5 and 6, refers to various considerations 

about the death penalty; and number 3, to the crime of genocide.  

                                                            
6 Art. 6 No. 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Adopted and opened for 
signature, ratification and accession by General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI) of 16 
December 1966, entry into force 23 March 1976, in accordance with Article 49. 
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Amongst those considerations regarding capital punishment proposed by the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Art. 6, Number 5 states 

“Sentence of death shall not be imposed for crimes committed by persons below 

eighteen years of age and shall not be carried out on pregnant women.” This 

fragment of the Covenant deals with a global commitment to avoid the application 

of capital punishment to certain subjects. Regional human rights instruments, like 

the American Convention on Human Rights, promote the state-sponsorship of 

the right to life. Defining it in similar terms, yet different from those established by 

the International Covenant.  

The American Convention on Human Rights, a multilateral human rights 

instrument broadly known as "Pact of San Jose” was adopted on the 22th of 

November, 1969, by the Inter-American Specialized Conference on Human 

Rights, as part of the Organization of American States (OAS).  

Article 4 of the “Pact of San Jose” refers to the “Right to Life.” Numbers 2, 3, 4, 5 

and 6 of this article state several considerations about the capital punishment, 

including the prohibition of its application on pregnant women (OAS General 

Assembly 1969, Art. 4, Num. 6). Yet, with regards to the “right to life,” the "Pact 

of San Jose” offers a much “broader” interpretation than the one provided by the 

International Covenant. Article 4, Number 1 of the "Pact of San Jose” states: “Art 

4, N. 1. Every person has the right to have his life respected. This right shall be 

protected by law and, in general, from the moment of conception. No one shall 

be arbitrarily deprived of his life.” (OAS General Assembly 1969) 

Since 1969, 25 Latin American countries have entered (either by Ratification7 or 

by Accession8) this multilateral treaty, binding for the member states: Argentina, 

Barbados, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominica, Ecuador, El 

                                                            
7 “Ratification defines the international act whereby a state indicates its consent to be bound to a 
treaty if the parties intended to show their consent by such an act.” United Nations Treaty 
Collection, Glossary, 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/Overview.aspx?path=overview/glossary/page1_en.xml 
8 “’Accession’ is the act whereby a state accepts the offer or the opportunity to become a party to 
a treaty already negotiated and signed by other states. It has the same legal effect as ratification. 
Accession usually occurs after the treaty has entered into force.” United Nations Treaty Collection, 
Glossary, https://treaties.un.org/pages/Overview.aspx?path=overview/glossary/page1_en.xml 
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Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Haití, Honduras, Jamaica, México, Nicaragua, 

Panamá, Paraguay, Perú, Dominican Republic, Surinam, Trinidad & Tobago, 

Uruguay and Venezuela. The "Pact of San Jose” was enforced from 1978 

onwards. During this time, only two countries have withdrawn from the 

convention, Trinidad & Tobago in 1998 and Venezuela in 2012.9  

Out of the 25 Latin American countries that entered the "Pact of San Jose,” only 

Mexico offered “interpretive declarations”10 or “reservations” with regards to this 

“broader” sense of the “right to life” established by the Pact:  

With respect to Article 4, paragraph 1, the Government of Mexico considers that the 

expression ‘in general’ does not constitute an obligation to adopt or keep in force 

legislation to protect life ‘from the moment of conception,’ since this matter falls within the 

domain reserved to the States.11  

In most cases, Latin American countries like Ecuador, did adapt their 

constitutional texts and national legislation in accordance with this broader 

interpretation of “the right to life.”  

As previously stated, article 66 of the Ecuadorian Constitution recognizes and 

guarantees “[t]he right to make free, responsible and informed choices about 

one’s health and reproductive life and to choose when to have children and how 

many.” However, this constitutional right is effectively limited by the “broader” 

interpretation of the “right to life,” clearly stated in article 45 of the Ecuadorian 

Constitution that refers to the rights of children and adolescents: 

Art. 45. Children and adolescents shall enjoy the rights that are common to all human 

beings, in addition to those specific to their age. The State shall recognize and 

                                                            
9 American Convention on Human Rights, ”Pact of San Jose,” Signatories and Ratifications, 
http://www.oas.org/dil/treaties_B-32_American_Convention_on_Human_Rights_sign.htm 
10 “Declarations: Sometimes states make "declarations" as to their understanding of some matter 
or as to the interpretation of a particular provision.” United Nations Treaty Collection, Glossary, 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/Overview.aspx?path=overview/glossary/page1_en.xml 
11 American Convention on Human Rights, ”Pact of San Jose,” Signatories and Ratifications, 
http://www.oas.org/dil/treaties_B-32_American_Convention_on_Human_Rights_sign.htm 
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guarantee life, including care and protection from the time of conception. 

(Constituent Assembly 2008)12 

This constitutional formula seems to equate the value of intra-uterine life with the 

value of life after birth. In that sense, it establishes the Ecuadorian government’s 

indistinguishable obligation to “recognize and guarantee” care and protection 

from the time of conception.  

There seems to be a conflict between two equally hierarchical norms: the 

reproductive rights consigned in article 66, number 10, and the right to life from 

the time of conception, established by article 45. Guaranteed by the same 

constitutional instrument, normative hierarchy cannot elucidate this conflict. 

However, the Ecuadorian Constitution proposes a solution that places one right 

above the other: 

Article 44. The State, society and the family shall promote as a priority the integral 

development of children and adolescents and shall guarantee the full exercise of their 

rights; the principle of the higher interest of children shall be upheld and their rights 

shall prevail over those of other people. (Constituent Assembly 2008) 

The principle of “the higher interest of children” included in the constitutional text, 

when added to the constitutional formula that equates the value of life before birth 

with children’s lives, deeming both as indistinguishably worthy of the state’s 

protection, clearly establishes a hierarchical relation that effectively denies 

women the enjoyment of their fundamental rights.  

This constitutionally grounded denial of women’s rights can be traced back to the 

preeminent human rights instrument of the Americas, binding for its signatory 

(mostly Latin American) states. Arguably, in the region (certain) women’s rights 

are not human rights. One of the extreme forms to illustrate the problematic of 

equating the value of intrauterine life with the value of life after birth would be the 

complete ban of intended abortions, even when practiced to safe a woman’s life.  

                                                            
12 Bold is mine. 
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Most countries establish a series of legal grounds and circumstances under which 

they allow abortion procedures to be performed. The legal grounds for abortion, 

stated in different legislations worldwide, are: “To save the woman's life,” “to 

preserve [her] physical health,” “to preserve [her] mental health,” “in case of rape 

or incest,” “in case of foetal impairment,” for “economic or social reasons” and “on 

request.” (Iqbal H. Shaha 2014, p.6)  

Until June 2017, abortion under any circumstance was still prohibited in only five13 

of the 194 member States of the United Nations.14 Four out of those five are Latin 

American countries: The Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Nicaragua and Chile 

(Iqbal H. Shaha 2014, p.6). When a government does not consider “to save the 

woman’s life” as an acceptable argument to allow the practice of safe abortion 

procedures, the legislation and forms of power that configure it, deem the 

possible, maybe viable life of a “potential” human being, as more valuable than 

the concrete lives of women.  

On the 2nd of August 2017, the Chilean Congress made history, passing a bill that 

legalizes abortion in three cases: to save the woman's life, when the unborn is 

unviable outside the womb, and when the pregnancy is the result of rape. 

During the nationwide debate antecedent to the Chilean Congress decision, one 

of the strongest arguments held by the “Three Cases” bill detractors was its 

unconstitutionality. As in the Ecuadorian case, Article 19, Number 1 of the Chilean 

Constitution guarantees the protection of the unborn, in the terms of the human 

right to life. (Chilean Ministry of Internal Affairs 1980)   

This broad interpretation of “the right to life” fully guaranteed from the moment of 

conception, according to the regional human rights instrument “Pact of San Jose,” 

has effectively shaped the Latin American constitutional landscape. 

Consequently, the domestic legislations of several Latin American countries 

(including Ecuador and Chile) reproduce this legal pre-eminence of intrauterine 

                                                            
13 Including Vatican.  
14 The Holy See is the 6th country where abortion is prohibited under any grounds, but its status 
in United Nations is that of a “Permanent Observer” state.  
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life (sometimes regardless of its possibilities of survival outside the womb) over 

the concrete lives of women.  

Within this regional context, it is possible to imagine that a myriad of 

constitutionally recognized human rights, included in domestic legislations as part 

of international commitments and established by global human rights 

instruments, cease to be fundamental for women. By claiming constitutional 

grounds to deny women access to safe abortion procedures, governments like 

those of Chile and/or Ecuador, use the Constitution to effectively disenfranchise 

women. Despite women’s right to make free choices about their own lives, this 

constitutional framework compromises women’s right to receive appropriate and 

pertinent health services. These include family-planning related services 

established by:  

 The International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights:  

Article 12. 1: “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right 

of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical 

and mental health.”15 

 The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 

Article 12. 1: “States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate 

discrimination against women in the field of health care in order to ensure, on a 

basis of equality of men and women, access to health care services, including 

those related to family planning.”16  

Back to Ecuadorian legislation, in which “The Ladies Room” diegesis is rooted. 

When abortion enters the equation, the vulnerability of women with regards to 

their access to appropriate health services can be dramatic. The Comprehensive 

Organic Criminal Code (National Assembly of Ecuador 2014), broadly known as 

COIP rates a Spanish anachronism, echoes the Ecuadorian Constitution, by 

establishing intended abortion as a felony punishable by imprisonment: 

                                                            
15 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Adopted and opened for 
signature, ratification and accession by General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI) of 16 
December 1966, entry into force 3 January 1976, in accordance with article 27. Bold is mine.  
16 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW, Adopted 
and opened for signature, ratification and accession by the United Nation’s General Assembly, 
resolution 34/180 of 18 December 1979, entry into force 3 September 1981, in accordance with 
article 27(1). Bold is mine. 
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Art. 149. Intended abortion. The person who practices an abortion on a woman who has 

consented to it, shall be punished with imprisonment from 1 to 3 years. 

The woman who causes her abortion or allows another to cause it, shall be punished with 

imprisonment from six months to two years. 

According to Ecuadorian law, incarceration as punishment for abortion will be 

imposed not only to the woman who willingly terminates her pregnancy, but also 

to the person who performs the procedure and their accomplices (COIP, Art, 43). 

Article 150 of the Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code admits two exceptional 

forms of non-criminalized abortion, practiced by health professionals:  

1. To avoid a danger to the life or health of the pregnant woman and if this danger cannot 

be avoided by any other means. 

2. If the pregnancy is the result of rape in a mentally-disabled woman. (National Assembly 

of Ecuador 2014) 

Despite the criminalization of abortion, evidence suggests that this does not 

significantly reduce abortion’s real incidence. Rather, it gives rise to clandestine 

and often unsafe abortion providers. These services are be performed without 

any kind of regulation or safety measures, as explained by the “Background paper 

# 3. Access to Safe Abortion: Progress and Challenges since the 1994 

International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD),”  prepared for 

the “ICPD Beyond 2014 Expert Meeting on Women's Health - rights, 

empowerment and social determinants” that took place in Mexico City in 

September and October 2014: 

The evidence consistently shows that women all over the world are likely to have an 

induced abortion when faced with an unplanned pregnancy, irrespective of legal 

conditions. Where abortion laws are liberal there is generally no or very little evidence of 

unsafe abortion and related morbidity and mortality. In contrast, legal restrictions result 

in women self-inducing abortion or seeking it clandestinely. These abortions are unlawful 

and generally unsafe. (Iqbal H. Shaha 2014, p. 5) 

There is also abundant evidence that suggests a relationship between the 

incidence of unsafe abortion procedures and women’s morbidity and mortality. 
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Article 422, Number 2, of the Ecuadorian Criminal Code establishes a legal 

obligation for health professionals working in public or private health institutions 

to report to the authorities when they become aware of the commission of an 

alleged offense. Since the Ecuadorian legislation considers abortion a crime, it 

has become common practice for healthcare providers to report to the authorities 

those women who seek medical attention in Ecuadorian health facilities, due to 

serious, even life-threatening complications in clandestine abortion procedures.  

Although Ecuadorian criminal law has historically considered abortion a felony, 

this obligation imposed on health professionals to report the commission of a 

crime (especially when applied to women seeking help due to complications with 

clandestine abortion procedures) could be considered an “innovation” introduced 

to the Ecuadorian legislation when the most recent version of the Comprehensive 

Organic Criminal Code was enacted on 10th of February 2014. 

Unfortunately, there are no publically available official statistics related to the 

number of women persecuted for abortion in Ecuador. However, Ecuadorian 

media explains that until June 2017, up to 90% of Ecuadorian women persecuted 

for abortion were reported to the authorities by the same physicians who assisted 

them with the obstetrical complications of the clandestine procedures.17 This 

constitutes a systematic violation to the principle of confidentiality related to the 

ethics of health practice. Arguably, in Ecuador, this violation is mandatory by law. 

Although the Ecuadorian government has been reluctant to recognize the 

multifaceted nature of the problem, the Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women, in its “Concluding observations on the combined 

eighth and ninth periodic reports of Ecuador” expressed, in 2015, a serious 

concern with regards to the situation of women’s access to health services in 

Ecuador. The five motifs of concern related to health issues, as expressed by the 

committee, had to do with women’s reproductive rights. In the following, I 

reproduce a fragment of observation number 32 (that has a direct relationship to 

                                                            
17 Stives Reyes y Sara Ortiz, “184 mujeres, enjuiciadas por el delito de aborto consentido,” 25 de 
junio de 2017, El Comercio,  
http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/184-mujeres-enjuiciadas-delito-aborto.html  
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the core matters of this research), where the committee expresses concern 

about: 

(a) Women’s limited access to therapeutic abortion and their resort to unsafe 

abortions as a consequence, in addition to breaches of confidentiality by health personnel 

who report to the police or the judiciary women who need health care after a miscarriage 

or who seek an abortion;  

(b) Parliamentary discussions on the Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code that 

did not address the issue of decriminalizing abortion, even in cases of pregnancy arising 

from rape or incest or where there is severe foetal impairment; 

(c) The high rate of teenage pregnancy, which can lead to an increase in maternal 

mortality; 

(d) Women’s limited access to modern contraceptives and family planning services, 

bias against such methods within the health system and among service providers and 

recourse to conscientious objection by health personnel, which prevents women from 

gaining access to modern methods of contraception (CEDAW-United Nations 2015) 

The criminalization of planned abortion; even in cases of rape, incest and severe 

foetal impairment, coupled with the possibility of incarceration when seeking 

potentially live saving medical attention, leaves women in a highly vulnerable 

position. This situation configures a flagrant disregard and infringement of the 

fundamental right to receive appropriate health care, including family-planning 

related, established by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women and International Covenant of Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights, as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

1.3. Access to health services  

In this scenario, “The Ladies Room” diegesis unfolds in a remote hacienda in the 

middle of the Andes where clandestine abortions are performed by the skilled 

and (almost) qualified hand of Isabel. Marcia and Isabel are sisters and “partners 

in crime.” Each week, every Monday noon, Marcia brings home the “ladies” who 

briefly inhabit “The Ladies Room.” Every Monday after dark, Marcia drives these 

women back to nearby towns. Despite Isabel’s skills, vast experience and 
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manifest commitment to provide women with access to safe abortion services, 

not every-body is equal. The screenplay begins on a particular Monday afternoon, 

when a clandestine abortion procedure performed on a teenager named Alice, 

presents unexpected complications. Due to her critical condition and a set of 

circumstances that surround the character, Alice is forced to stay in the house. 

One morning, with Alice still locked in “The Ladies Room,” Marcia and Isabel 

discuss their options: 

“INT. KITCHEN - NIGHT 76 
 

ISABEL sterilizes her doctor’s gadgets using 
hot water, alcohol, small plastic bags, 
disposable gloves. The huge medicine 
encyclopedia lies on the KITCHEN counter. 

[…] 

Marcia turns off the radio and puts it back in 
her pocket; with free hands, she peels and eats 
her pistachios as she talks. 

 

MARCIA 
Did it work? 

 
ISABEL 

We’ll see, if it doesn’t I’ll 
take her to the hospital. 

 
MARCIA 

The hospital! 
(a pistachio 
into her 
mouth) 

Long walk from here! 
 

ISABEL 
(rubs frenetically 
the already 
cleaned forceps) 

Are we supposed to let her die? 
 

MARCIA 
No! No! We can flip a 
coin to decide who drops 
her off. 
(another pistachio) 

The other one might be able to 
run away before the police 
arrives! 

 
MARCIA takes a coin out of her pocket. 
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MARCIA (CONT’D) 

Heads or tails?18 

In this scene, the mention of hospital is a direct reference to two issues: first, the 

criminalization of abortion in the country. Secondly, the breach of confidentiality 

and trust in health professionals who, compelled by Ecuadorian law, report 

women requiring medical attention after clandestine abortions to the authorities. 

This section of the first chapter focuses on the latter, the incidence of clandestine 

abortions as a consequence of the criminalization of abortion services. 

The criminalization of abortion, despite it sometimes being a necessary medical 

procedure, guarantee the proliferation of clandestine abortion providers who do 

not necessarily offer safe services. Potentially dangerous abortion practices, 

coupled with the legal obligation of qualified health professionals to report those 

who they “suspect” of having attempted an abortion, significantly increases 

maternal mortality rates despite the availability of preventative measures. 

Notably, there’s a higher instance of this systematic practice of putting women’s 

lives at risk in developing countries. As the “Background paper # 3. Access to 

Safe Abortion: Progress and Challenges since the 1994 International 

Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)” notes:  

In no other indicator of reproductive health is inequity due to legal restrictions and to lack 

of services as glaring as in access to safe abortion care. Nearly all of unsafe abortions 

(98%) and deaths due to unsafe abortions (99.8%) occur in developing regions. (Iqbal H. 

Shaha 2014, P. 10) 

The recent evolution of women’s morbidity in Ecuador, as shown by public 

records, illustrates the impact of induced abortion in the Ecuadorian population 

and the government’s response to it. The “Basic Health Indicators of Ecuador 

2010;” based on the Ecuadorian hospital records of 2009, published by the 

Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health and endorsed by the Pan American Health 

Organization signalled “non-specified abortion” as the 5th cause of morbidity for 

the general population in Ecuador and the 1st cause for women (Ecuadorian 

Ministry of Public Health 2010, p. 12-13). 

                                                            
18 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 76 (fragment). 
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One year later, the “Basic Health Indicators of Ecuador 2011;” based on the 

Ecuadorian hospital records of 2010 that was published and endorsed by the 

same institutions, confirms this tendency by identifying “non-specified abortion” 

as the 5th cause of morbidity for the general population in Ecuador and the 1st 

cause for women. (Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health 2011, p.14-15) 

In the “Basic Health Indicators of Ecuador 2012,” based on the Ecuadorian 

hospital records of 2011 and published by the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public 

Health, abortion is not listed amongst the causes of morbidity, either for women 

or for the general population. (Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health 2012)  

This gesture does not indicate a significant decrease in the incidence and 

consequences of unsafe abortions in Ecuador, but an attempt to conceal the 

dimension of the problem, in order to facilitate the enactment of a new Criminal 

Code that criminalizes abortion, even in cases of rape, incest and severe foetal 

impairment. With regards to incidence of abortion on the Ecuadorian context, 

between 2004 and 2014 (before, during and after the enactment of the Criminal 

Code) Esteban Ortiz-Prado asserts: 

Abortion restrictions in Ecuador have not reduced the practice of clandestine or 

unconventional pregnancy terminations. Although more study is required, it would be 

wise to encourage discussion within the public policy sector regarding access to medically 

controlled termination of pregnancies in order to reduce any more unnecessary deaths in 

women. (Ortiz-Prado, et al. 2017, p. 134) 

The disappearance of abortion from basic public health reports, in spite of the 

phenomenon’s high incidence amongst the Ecuadorian population, is only 

understandable when recalling a series of circumstances that surrounded the 

legislative discussions of the Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code, today in 

force.  
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1.4. Dissenting opinions 

The 14th of October 2011, the ruling Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa Delgado 

sent to the country’s legislative body (the National Assembly, where his party had 

an absolute majority at the time) the Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code.19 

This presidential project ignited a national discussion around many issues; one 

of the most controversial being the criminalization of abortion, even in cases of 

rape, incest and foetal impairment.  

In 2012, the National Assembly’s Specialized Permanent Commission of Justice 

and State’s Structure emitted its report about this project, a necessary submission 

for the project’s first legislative debate. In this report, Ecuadorian congresswoman 

Gina Godoy suggested the decriminalization of abortion in cases of foetal 

impairment, sexual abuse, rape, human trafficking, family violence and other 

crimes against the inviolability of life. She also suggested the inclusion of a 

noncriminal form of therapeutic abortion.20 The Ecuadorian President strongly 

criticized this attempt to decriminalized abortion, and the project passed the first 

debate without significant changes relating the topic.  

In October 2013, prior to the second and definitive debate of the Comprehensive 

Organic Criminal Code, the Ecuadorian congresswoman Paola Pabón made a 

motion to debate. That’s to say, to simply include the decriminalization of abortion 

in the legislative discussion. Pabón’s initiative was backed by other 

congresswomen from the same ruling party, including Godoy. The Ecuadorian 

President flatly opposed Pabón’s motion and his disproportionate reaction 

regarding the motion to “debate the topic” included a threat to resign to the 

presidency, claiming that his Christian values and his Catholic faith made it 

impossible for him to allow a decriminalization of abortion during his mandate. 

                                                            
19 Legislative Procedure Number 2011-097 presented to the National Assembly of the Republic 
of Ecuador on the 14th October 2011, by the President of the Republic of Ecuador. 
http://www.asambleanacional.gob.ec/es/contenido/tramite_de_las_leyes_2011  
20 See the Legislative Procedure Number 2011-097 that explains (in the Spanish) all the 
legislative initiatives in the context of the discussion and approval of the Ecuadorian 
Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code 
http://www.asambleanacional.gob.ec/es/contenido/tramite_de_las_leyes_2011  
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Many other authorities, including several congresswomen and congressmen from 

the ruling party, supported the president’s objection to “debate” the 

decriminalization of abortion. Most of them justified their refusal on religious 

grounds (Flores 2014). 

When writing “The Ladies Room,” as an Ecuadorian woman born and raised in 

the country, I revisited this bizarre and highly publicised episode of recent 

Ecuadorian political history. My position on the subject is that the Ecuadorian 

President, like anyone else, is entitled to have his own religious beliefs21. 

However, considering the elevated responsibility of his mandate, those beliefs 

should not significantly influence the course of a legislative debate, especially in 

a country where the Constitution guarantees that public and juridical affairs will 

be guided by secular ethics (Constituent Assembly 2008, Art. 3). An extensive 

explanation of the Ecuadorian President’s religious beliefs is not a pivotal point in 

my “political argumentation,” but the episode must be mentioned since the 

questionable translation of those beliefs into the politico-juridical sphere has legal 

consequences, and affects the general Ecuadorian population.  

The President’s reaction to congresswoman Pabón’s motion led her to quickly 

withdraw her request to include the decriminalization of abortion in the 

Ecuadorian legislative debate. In December 2013, Alianza Pais of the ruling 

parties Ethics Committee imposed a sanction to Paola Pabón, Gina Godoy y 

Soledad Buendia and the three congresswomen who actively supported Pabón’s 

motion while it lasted. The sanction consisted in “politically disabling” them for 

one month, meaning that during this time the three congresswomen could not 

participate in any legislative activities, nor make public appearances. On the 10th 

of February 2014, the Comprehensive Organic Criminal Code wherein abortion 

is criminalized even in cases of rape, incest and severe foetal impairment, came 

into effect.  

                                                            
21 Guaranteed by the Art. 18 No. 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
by the Ecuadorian Constitution.   
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Given the political sensitivity and social controversy of this legislative discussion 

(which lasted from October 2011 until February 2014), going forward, discretion 

around these issues would seem to be strategic. The executive power of the 

Ecuadorian government includes the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health, so the 

absence of information regarding the incidence, risks and consequences of 

intended abortion in Ecuador from 2012 onwards does not seem to be a 

coincidence in this socio-political context. 

The Ecuadorian government’s solution in addressing unwanted pregnancies, 

clandestine abortions and women’s morbidity and mortality derived from these 

issues was to exclude them from official reports. This facilitates the creation of 

sub-registers, whose questionable validity renders those women’s lives invisible. 

Since the Criminal Code that criminalizes abortion under most circumstances was 

already in place in Ecuador, the concealment of clandestine abortion and related 

risks was not a political imperative anymore. Thus, the 2017 “National Plan of 

Reproductive and Sexual Health,” published by the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public 

Health explains: 

Approximately 4 of each 10 pregnancies worldwide are not planned and two out of every 

ten end up in induced abortions; at the global level, about 13% of maternal deaths are 

caused by abortions induced in conditions of risk. In Latin America, 14% of maternal 

deaths are related to abortions performed in unsafe conditions; in Ecuador, this number 

raises to a 15.6% of all deaths, ranking fifth in all causes of death and third in all causes 

of maternal death (45). 

According to data obtained from the Annual Report of Hospital Discharges 2014, the total 

number of abortions recorded in the country amounts to 22,986, between specified 

abortions, medical abortions and non-specified abortions. The non-specified abortion 

accounts for 68.6% of hospital discharges because of this cause (46). In spite of the 

mentioned data there is a high sub-register of this practice. (Ecuadorian Ministry of Public 

Health 2017, p. 23)  

1.5. The story is set 

My research and screenplay are grounded in reproductive justice, this approach 

allows me to navigate the multidimensional consequences of ignoring women’s 
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reproductive rights in the Ecuadorian context. Reproductive justice, as Loretta J. 

Ross and Rickie Solinger contend, is based on three primary principles: the right 

to have a child, the right not to have a child, and the right to parent children in 

safe and healthy environments (Ross 2017, p. 9). Ross and Solinger propose a 

way of understanding reproductive rights from an intersectional perspective, as 

necessarily related to social justice. This way, the notion of reproductive justice 

also considers how the access to education, healthcare, work opportunities and 

appropriate day care, amongst others, frame women’s opportunities and 

possibilities of “choosing” whether or not to have a child, and how to parent the 

children they choose to have. Ross and Solinger propose an equation to illustrate 

the notion: “Reproductive rights + social justice = reproductive justice” (Ross 

2017, p. 64-65).  

 “The Ladies Room” story is set on these legal grounds that combine 

constitutional law, international law, human rights legislation, criminal law and 

public policy but it is also set in the Ecuadorian, Andean and Latin American 

socio-cultural context, with all that this implies. With this screenplay, that might 

eventually become a film, I attempt to create a dissenting fiction that constitutes 

a political argumentation capable of literally making visible how a legal framework 

with humanist pretensions effectively disenfranchises women in Ecuador and 

Latin America. That it limits not only our capacity to make free and responsible 

choices about our own bodies and personal trajectories, but also that it 

compromises our ability to access appropriate health services, even in potentially 

life-threatening situations. As an Ecuadorian woman who has lived most of her 

life in Ecuador, I understand the precariousness of different subjects (like women 

and children) in front of a law that, as we will see in the following chapters, makes 

use of different strategies to function as a form of power and control over our 

lives.  
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CHAPTER TWO. COERCIVE MOTHERHOOD AND IMPOSSIBLE 

MOTHERING. LIFE AS IMPOTENCE    

This is the first of four character-driven chapters in the dissertation, where the 

discussions and reflections are guided by the actions and interactions of one of 

the four female protagonists of “The Ladies Room” screenplay. In this chapter, I 

will propose an explanation about the character of Isabel: a 40 year old woman 

who lives, together with her sister Marcia, in an isolated house in the Ecuadorian 

Andes.  

The second and third chapters of this dissertation focus on the “The Ladies 

Room” screenplay, but the inter-personal relationship between Marcia and Isabel 

is framed by events that take place in the backstory of these characters. Before 

the screenplays storyworld begins, Marcia forced her younger sister Isabel to 

carry an “unwanted” pregnancy to delivery. Marcia achieved her intended 

outcome of Isabel’s pregnancy, by threats of reporting her to the police if she 

attempted to terminate her pregnancy. These events are set in Ecuador, on the 

legal grounds discussed in the opening chapter. When her pregnancy was 

confirmed, Isabel was undertaking medical training to become a physician. The 

interactions between the characters in the screenplay reference the “medical 

board exam” in scene 78, suggesting that Isabel did not complete her medical 

training. Yet, the medical profession seems to be a constant presence in Isabel’s 

life. This materialises in many elements throughout the narrative; from the 

flawless “white nurse-like shoes” she wears daily, to the huge medical volumes 

that populate her library, and a particular storytelling practice where she shares 

with Karlita (her “unwanted” daughter) anecdotes of a life before child, working in 

a hospital’s emergency room.  

But I think the unmistakable evidence of Isabel’s commitment to the medical 

profession she seems to idolize, is simultaneously the biggest paradox in the 

sisters’ relationship: in that same isolated house in the middle of the Andes where 

they live and secretly raise Karlita, Isabel makes use of her medical skills in order 

to offer “safe” abortion procedures to those women who need them. The secrecy 
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that surrounds Isabel’s criminalized and extremely private practice is zealously 

guarded by Marcia, who brings a “Monday lady” to the house each week from 

nearby towns. They will spend the afternoon locked up with Isabel inside “The 

Ladies Room,” then after the procedures completion be driven back to town by 

Marcia. In general, they never come back. The complicity between the “Monday 

ladies” and the “ladies of the house” operates as a mechanism that guarantees 

mutual immunity, as long as the secret is kept. This complicity is an important 

component of the story told, that affects the narrative in different ways. 

On one hand, this secrecy and complicity highlights the violence of Marcia’s 

threat to report her sister if she terminated her own “unwanted” pregnancy. 

Marcia’s boycott of Isabel’s abortion, and her indispensable contribution that 

enables Isabel to perform clandestine abortions on other women, constitutes this 

character’s paradox. This is problematized by (or perhaps, understandable in 

terms of) the sisterly bond that makes them “family.” 

On the other hand, for Isabel, this operates in a different way. She was forced to 

carry an unwanted pregnancy to delivery, and coerced into giving birth to an 

“unwanted” child. This marked a turning point in her life, in a direction much 

different to what she had expected. Isabel provides (often reluctantly and 

sometimes even negligent, but  nonetheless almost exclusive) care to Karlita, a 

child she did not chose to have. Isabel’s care has to coexist with her practice of 

providing (as safe as possible under the given circumstances) abortion 

procedures to women who need them. Her commitment to the practice of safe 

abortions as a way to come to terms with her own story, without giving up her 

calling and personal beliefs, is suggested through the long sleepless nights she 

devotes to care for Alice (the 17 year old “Monday lady” who experiences 

complications after a procedure). Such commitment goes to the point of Isabel 

suggesting taking Alice to the hospital when her life is in danger, as she fears the 

ambiguity of her capacity to bring her back to good health. Isabel addresses this 

paradox more than once in the screenplay. In scene 35, she makes it clear to 

Marcia that she is “split in halves” between two contradictory occupations that by 



39 
 

coincidence constitute two forms of care provided by her to two different young 

women: Alice and Karlita. 

Taking Isabel’s story as a starting point and inquiring further into Isabel’s network 

of relationships, especially with respects to Karlita, this chapter aims to propose 

a multifaceted reflection about the institution of motherhood with an emphasis on 

the extreme form of coercive motherhood, a form of reproductive coercion that 

infringes reproductive justice. Coercive motherhood is understood and used in 

this dissertation as the unintended outcome of unwanted pregnancy, where 

biological motherhood is coercively achieved by external forces imposed over a 

woman’s body. This reflection about the institution of motherhood, and coercive 

motherhood in relation to the practice of mothering, allows me to finally bring 

potentiality/im-potentiality over one’s life into this discussion.  

2.1. What to expect  

Punitive laws force women to choose between an unsafe abortion and enforced maternity. 

These laws not only disallow behaviour, they forcibly impose maternity. (Zuñiga-Fajuri 2014) 

Before stepping into “The Ladies Room,” it is necessary to establish a vocabulary 

that enables a discussion around coercive forms of reproduction. This facilitates 

understanding the incidence and possible implications of coercive motherhood 

on a woman’s life. Then, we consider relevant data from contemporary Ecuador 

that sheds light on their incidence. I first approach reproduction, in its biological 

dimension, from the perspective of population studies and public health. This 

allows us to consider some circumstances related to pregnancy and birth.  

Susheela Singh, Gilda Sedgh and Rubina Hussain’s Unintended Pregnancy: 

Worldwide Levels, Trends, and Outcomes analyses statistical data from 80 

countries to achieve globally pertinent conclusions about population tendencies 

with regards to “planning status and outcomes” of pregnancies and births (Singh, 

Sedgh and Hussain 2010, p.241). Since my primary focus is on Ecuador, I will 

not address the global trends this study identifies; instead, I will focus on the 

vocabulary it proposes that allows me to clarify a series of ideas useful to my 
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analysis. With regards to their planning status, pregnancies can be intended or 

unintended. With regards to their outcomes, intended pregnancies often end up 

in intended births, but they can also result in miscarriages and induced abortions 

(mostly due to medical reasons). On the other hand, unintended pregnancies, 

with regards to their outcomes, can result in miscarriages, induced abortions or 

unplanned births. The same study defines unplanned births as “those occurring 

two or more years sooner than desired, or not wanted at all;” within the category 

of “unplanned births,” those births happening “two or more years sooner than 

desired” are termed “mistimed,” the others, are considered “unwanted” (Singh, 

Sedgh and Hussain 2010, p.241).   

In their study, Singh, Sedgh and Hussain explain the difficulties and 

methodological challenges faced when measuring the “planning status” of births 

on a global scale. They assert that “[v]ariations exist in the strength of women’s 

need or desire to avoid having a child, and these differences are difficult to 

capture.” The text contends that “women’s reports of the planning status of their 

births can depend on when they are surveyed, relative to the time of their 

pregnancies.” They explain that “[m]ost available information from developing 

countries on the proportion of live births that are unplanned is based on 

retrospective surveys and not on prospectively collected data” (Singh, Sedgh and 

Hussain 2010, p. 247). This is the case in Ecuador.  

Between 2011 and 2013, the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health and the 

National Institute of Census and Statistics carried out the "National Health and 

Nutrition Survey," commonly known as ENSANUT ECU 2012 (its Spanish 

acronym). Following the survey, a specialized team selected by the Ecuadorian 

Ministry of Public Health created a two volumes report of ENSANUT-ECU 2012.  

The first volume, “National Health and Nutrition Survey. ENSANUT ECU 2012, 

Volume I,” (Freire, Ramírez-Luzuriaga, et al. 2014) released in 2014, addresses 

most of the survey’s topics, including the conditions of health, nutrition, risk 

factors and chronic diseases for the Ecuadorian population up to 59 years of age. 

In 2015, the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health published the second volume: 

“National Health and Nutrition Survey: Sexual and Reproductive Health: 
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ENSANUT ECU 2012,” that exclusively addresses issues of sexual and 

reproductive health amongst Ecuadorian women aged between 12 and 49 

(Freire, Belmont, et al. 2015). The publication of this second volume happened 

one year after the enactment of the Ecuadorian Criminal Code that criminalizes 

intended abortion; including victims of rape and incest, as explained in the first 

chapter of this dissertation. 

After its publication in 2015, the “National Health and Nutrition Survey: Sexual 

and Reproductive Health, ENSANUT ECU 2012, Volume II,” became one of the 

most important official data sources on the topic in Ecuador. It also became part 

of the public policy’s framework of understanding how to address issues of 

reproductive and sexual health in the country, as demonstrated by its extensive 

use in the 2017 “National Plan of Reproductive and Sexual Health,” published by 

the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health (Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health 

2017).  

ENSANUT ECU 2012 established the “planning status and outcomes” of 

pregnancies and births by applying a series of questions related to different 

categories:  

For each child born alive in the last five years, each mother was asked if at the time of 

conception, she wanted to have that child. That is, whether it was wanted or planned, or 

whether she wanted to wait longer to have the child. Termed wanted but unplanned, or 

whether she did not want to have more children, that is, it was unplanned. (Freire, 

Belmont, et al. 2015, p.118)22 

To equate “unwanted” pregnancies and births with “unplanned” or even 

“unintended” pregnancies and births renders invisible “women’s need or desire 

to avoid having a child” (Singh, Sedgh and Hussain 2010, p.247). Thus, the 

equation of “unwanted” with “unplanned” or “unintended” pregnancies and births 

systematically conceals the causes, incidence and consequences of those births 

enforced on unwilling women. At this point of our reflection, we need to recall how 

Ecuadorian law and public policy framed abortion, as discussed in the previous 

                                                            
22 Translation is mine.  
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chapter. The criminalization of intended abortion and the policing mechanisms 

that operate, even within the health assistance sector, identify and punish those 

women who had planned abortions.  

By combining these elements, we could begin to imagine the incidence of 

“unwanted births” imposed by a legal and social apparatus that promotes a 

coercive form of motherhood. The complex governmental machinery established 

to conceal the incidence of “unwanted births” and “coercive motherhood” also 

becomes transparent in this context. The lack of acknowledgment of these issues 

allows the Ecuadorian government and society to overlook them, and to avoid 

and/or defer any attempt to address them.  

The equation of unwanted pregnancies and births with unplanned or unintended 

pregnancies and births contributes to the concealment of unwanted pregnancies 

and births. The situation forecloses from the public debate the existence and 

living conditions of those children, born as a result of unwanted births. It also 

sustains a systematic social/governmental negligence of investigating and 

dealing with the ways in which women cope with an imposed form of motherhood. 

This negligence extends to the government’s obligation to guarantee the 

conditions of care for those children deemed unwanted by their biological mothers 

who, according to the Ecuadorian law, are their primary caregivers and their 

primary legal guardians until the age of 12 (National Congress of Ecuador 

2003).23 The fifth chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to those children. For 

the moment, our focus remains on the women forced to carry on an unwanted 

pregnancy until birth.  

The “National Health and Nutrition Survey: Sexual and Reproductive Health, 

ENSANUT ECU 2012, Volume II,” established the (Observed) Global Fertility 

Rate24 (TGF is its Spanish acronym) for women in the country. TGF is an 

important fertility indicator that shows the number of births per each woman who 

                                                            
23 According to Art. 106, No. 2 of the Ecuadorian Code of Childhood and Adolescence, in force 
since 2003. 
24 Indistinctively referred to as Global Fertility Rate or Observed Global Fertility Rate in the 
“Reproductive Preferences” section of ENSANUT 2012. 
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lives until the end of her fertile period. ENSANUT’s methodology established 

women’s fertile period between 15 and 49 years of age (Freire, Ramírez-

Luzuriaga, et al. 2014, p.107). The (observed) Global Fertility Rate for Ecuadorian 

women between 2007 and 2012 was 3, meaning: three births per woman during 

her fertile period (Freire, Ramírez-Luzuriaga, et al. 2014, p.109).  

ENSANUT ECU 2012 also established the (Global) Wanted Fertility Rate for 

Ecuadorian women in 2.5 births per woman. The (Global) Wanted Fertility Rate 

includes the “wanted or planned children, and wanted but unplanned children;” 

these 2 groups “correspond to the wanted children, and the rest will be unwanted 

children.” In other words, the (Global) Unwanted Fertility Rate for Ecuadorian 

women would be 0.5 (Freire, Ramírez-Luzuriaga, et al. 2014, p. 119). 

By comparing the (Observed) Global Fertility Rate with the (Global) Wanted 

Fertility Rate and the (Global) Unwanted Fertility Rate, it could be said that 1 in 

every 6 births in Ecuador is unwanted. As the official report states, “[t]he global 

fertility rate (TGF) wanted for the period 2007-2012, is 2.5 children per women, 

17% less than the observed TGF of 3 children per woman” (Freire, Belmont, et 

al. 2015, p.119). 

Although the (Global) Wanted Fertility Rate provides useful insights about the 

proportion of unwanted births amongst Ecuadorian women, it can be misleading, 

for it makes no distinction between wanted pregnancies and births with mistimed 

pregnancies and births, making it difficult to analyse the effectiveness of the 

national strategy regarding contraception methods, public policy and legislation 

with regards to family planning issues in Ecuador. 

Taking into account the difference between the (Observed) Global Fertility Rate 

and the (Global) Wanted Fertility Rate, there are enough grounds to suggest that 

one in every two Ecuadorian women is raising an “unwanted child.” Isabel, the 

screenplays protagonist who guards the threshold between the room and the rest 

of the house, would be one of them.  
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2.2. Being one of them 

ISABEL (40, wearing a brown conservative-school-
teacher’s outfit and pristine white moccasins) steps 
into the lounge room. In her hand, a huge wireless 
phone, very 80’s. As she walks in, ISABEL sees something 
out of place: the spray can on the bookshelf; she walks 
towards it. 

 
ISABEL 
(CONT’D) 

This is... 
(takes a step 
forward and 
crushes the dead 
butterfly, deep 
breath) 

Unimaginable... 
 

The smashed body of the butterfly, with one remaining 
blue wing, lies on the floor; the other wing is attached 
to the sole of ISABEL’s shoe. 

 

ISABEL 
(CONT’D) 

(almost yelling over the phone) 
Get her out of this house!25 

This chapters second section departs from the public health and population 

studies perspectives that allowed me to introduce the topic and illustrate its 

incidence amongst the Ecuadorian population. I now zoom into the possible world 

“The Ladies Room” screenplay proposes to focus on Isabel, the Ladies Room’s 

gatekeeper.  

Isabel is not the first character readers of the screenplay, or audiences of the 

story26 see, but her voice is the first one to be heard in the screenplay’s dialogue. 

Notwithstanding this, the first encounter with Isabel’s voice is deceitful. Scene 

one shows Karlita in the dining room of the house piling up huge medical volumes 

in order to steal cookies, we hear Isabel’s acousmatic voice, talking on the phone 

and pretending to be someone we soon find out she is not. Isabel disguises her 

voice in a fruitless attempt to find “someone” (according to fake emergency 

contact details provided by Alice). This attempt that ends with Isabel’s 

                                                            
25 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 3 (fragment).  
26 Not necessarily the same, since the screenplay someday might be made into a film. 
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declaration, “she gave us the wrong number!” Scene three, wherein she finally 

appears on camera, operates as a masquerade. This disguise becomes evident 

as the story unfolds, and suggests a plot of smoke-screens that extends 

throughout the narrative. 

Chiara Bottici’s “Imaginal Politics: Images beyond Imagination and the Imaginary” 

(Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014) reflects on how the creative capacity of 

imagination operates with respects to the social imaginary, being framed by it, 

but also constituting an interruptive, radical and generative force. Between both 

imagination and the imaginary, Bottici proposes the imaginal: a term that 

designates “what is made of images” regardless of their value of truth. In the 

contemporary world of the spectacle, where media and virtualization play central 

roles, those images are not only representations but also, themselves, presences 

(Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014,p. 91). Bottici builds her argument towards a quest 

for the legitimation of a politics (that, in a sense, have always been imaginal) 

increasingly mediated by a proliferation of images. Tradition, a repositioning of 

religion and human rights constitute (for Bottici) the spheres of legitimation of 

these imaginal politics.  

If this dissertation was not a reflection articulated through the screenplay, but 

around the film, Chiara Bottici’s notion of the imaginal politics would be the 

backbone of what then would be my attempt to articulate my political 

argumentation through “that which is made of images, of pictorial 

(re)presentations that are always also presentations in themselves, [and that] can 

be more or less real, according to the different context and definitions of reality 

one refers to” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 73). But, since the dissertation is 

based on the screenplay that eventually might become a film, I focus my reflection 

around those characters and their interactions that, at this point, constitute 

representations of the lived experiences of Ecuadorian women and children. 

When explaining the imaginal in terms of the political, Bottici makes reference to 

the use of the concept of “person” (persona) in classical law and recalls two of 

the alleged origins of the word. According to some, “person” is derived from the 
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Etruscan word phersu, of unknown precise meaning, Bottici asserts. But 

according to the possible etymology of person relevant to us here, “this term 

derives from the Greek prosopon, literally meaning what is placed in front of the 

eyes, i.e. a theatrical mask” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 91).  

Isabel, Marcia, Alicia and Karlita are the four female characters forced to briefly 

inhabit the isolated hacienda in the middle of the Andes Mountains. They 

populate “The Ladies Room,” being “placed in front of our eyes” in a figurative 

way. Among the creative decisions I made during the character design process, 

I conceived each and every one of them as a form of individuation that presents 

a different perspective of what is at stake in the struggle for reproductive justice 

in the Andes. They bring to light the complexities of articulating a political 

argumentation about reproductive justice in Ecuador and Latin American. The 

“The Ladies Room” protagonists are fictional, created in accordance with Jacques 

Rancière understanding of a fiction that “involves the re-framing of the 'real', or 

the framing of a dissensus” (Rancière 2010, p. 141). When considering The 

Paradoxes of Political Art, Rancière contends: 

Fiction is a way of changing existing modes of sensory presentations and forms of 

enunciation; of varying frames, scales and rhythms; and of building new relationships 

between reality and appearance, the individual and the collective. (Rancière 2010, p. 141) 

In this fiction as research project, the characters have been designed to discuss 

the multidimensional implications of the limited recognition of women’s 

reproductive rights. Their design is equally based on specific data (the 

Ecuadorian legislation, the legal framework related to human rights in Latin 

America); as it is on what Patricia Leavy, reading Elizabeth de Freitas from a 

methodological perspective, calls “cumulative” knowledge, a sedimentation of 

“any number of research, teaching, and/or personal experiences” that influences 

the “act of writing,” when this is in itself “the act of research.” (Leavy 2013, p. 54)   

Yet, throughout the screenplay and accompanying dissertation, I take advantage 

of any opportunity to encourage the reader to grant a certain degree of 

“personhood” to Isabel and the other three female characters of “The Ladies 
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Room.” I do this because, given the oppressive characteristics of the Ecuadorian 

legal framework with regards to women’s reproductive rights (as explained in 

Chapter One), these four female characters could be, and this story, about them 

“could have happened.”27 

In this logic, I argue that Isabel, Marcia, Alicia and Karlita could be considered 

versions of those “personified facts” that Chiara Bottici recalls from Mikhail 

Bakunin’s Marxist thought. As Bottici asserts, the notion of “personified facts” 

designates for Bakunin the system of ideas and beliefs that, as part of a society’s 

ideological matrix, exist in the world and materialize, to children in a pre-linguistic 

stage, in the form of persons or things around them (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 

2014, p. 185). The notion of “personified facts” can allow us to understand the 

status and use of character in this fiction as research practice project. The female 

characters whose interactions articulate “The Ladies Room” screenplay present 

to readers not necessarily embedded in the cultural context of the story, nor 

familiar with the political struggles the story refers to, “a world that speaks to their 

senses […] through whatever they see and hear” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, 

p. 185).  

Thus, Isabel and the other three female characters that populate the diegesis are 

constantly referred to as “persons” in this dissertation. This gesture of recognizing 

the limitations, and possibilities, of the notion of “personhood” applied in this 

fiction as research practice project resonates with my own awareness of the 

centrality law confers to the concept of “person.” Especially in regards to the 

entitlement of rights. It also makes evident my understanding of the fictive nature 

of the concept itself.  

It is in this sense that the closing statement of the previous section should be 

understood; that Isabel is amongst those women who have been forced by social 

                                                            
27 Here I follow a hint proposed by Patricia Leavy, who recalls how Peter Clough, in his book 
Narratives and Fictions in Educational Research, "presents five fictional stories occurring in 
educational settings". Considering the possibilities fiction-based research offers, Leavy asserts 
“[Clough] suggests the stories are legitimate pieces of research because they could have 
happened." Leavy, P. (2013), Fiction as Research Practice: Short Stories, Novellas, and 
Novels. P. 40 
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and legal mechanisms ruling in contemporary Ecuador to carry an unwanted 

pregnancy until birth.  

2.3 Motherhood and mothering 

[B]y denying women control over their bodies, the state deprived them of the most 

fundamental condition for physical and psychological integrity and degraded maternity to 

the status of forced labor (Federici 2004, p. 92). 

Silvia Federici’s statement contributes to the trajectory of understanding the 

conditions, situation and actions of Isabel; the gatekeeper of the “The Ladies 

Room” and mother by coercion. In this quote, Federici is referring to the 

predominantly but not uniquely European “witch-hunt in the context of the 

demographic and economic crisis of the 16th and 17th centuries, and the land and 

labor policies of the mercantilist era” (Federici 2004, p.14). 

Federici analyses the connections established during the 16th and 17th centuriesa 

between the devaluation of women’s work, intimately linked to the configuration 

of a form of motherhood that amounts to “forced labor,” and a re-definition of 

masculinity in terms of superiority (Federici 2004, p. 100-103). The patriarchal 

and historically constructed form of motherhood referred to by Federici survives 

in the contemporary world as one of those two meanings of motherhood that 

Adrianne Rich explains in the foreword of her book “Of woman Born”:   

I try to distinguish between two meanings of motherhood, one superimposed on the other: 

the potential relationship of any woman to her powers of reproduction and to children; 

and the institution, which aims at ensuring that that potential-and all women-shall remain 

under male control. This institution has been a keystone of the most diverse social and 

political systems. (Rich 1986, p.13) 

In the screenplay the strict Aunt Isabel, who stays home every day to attend to a 

house and care for a child she did not choose, is Karlita’s biological mother. 

Although the little girl doesn’t know the truth about her filiation, Marcia does, for 

it was her who forced the continuation of Isabel’s unwanted pregnancy until birth. 

In a sense, it is Marcia who imposes mechanisms of control over Isabel, as will 

be discussed in Chapter Three.  
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With Karlita’s birth, Isabel became a biological mother, but her rejection of the 

motherhood status is made evident by the gesture of raising the child (together 

with Marcia) as if both of them where her aunts. Nevertheless, Marcia 

unceasingly demands the fulfilment of the obligations she considers inherent to 

her sister’s unacknowledged yet unavoidable maternal role. As Katha Pollitt 

asserts “[p]regnancy and childbirth are not only physical and medical 

experiences, after all. They are also social experiences” (Pollitt 2014, p. 9) 

configured by our understanding and interpretation of those events that define 

the meanings and expectations (possibilities, responsibilities, etc.) we attribute to 

them. Just like pregnancy and childbirth, “[m]otherhood is not only a physical 

reality; it is also an ideological reality” (Reid Boyd and Letherby 2014, p. 429). In 

“The Ladies Room” story, the ideology of the patriarchal institution of motherhood 

underlies Marcia’s discourse about Isabel’s obligations towards Karlita. 

EXT. PORCH - NIGHT 48 
 

The porch is flawless. It is a beautiful night, clear 
sky and stars. No house, light or sign of movement in 
the surroundings. 

  […] 
Isabel tries to get her laundry basket back, Marcia 
holds the basket down, not letting it go. 

 
MARCIA (CONT’D) 

(not 
letting go) 
Karlita stays. 

 
ISABEL 

(trying to pick 
up the basket) 

Then perhaps you should 
start dealing with her! 

 
MARCIA 

I deal with her, work for her, 
support her, play with her, 
put her in bed, read her 
bedtime stories... 

 
ISABEL 

And leave every day! All day 
long, expecting me to take 
care of the cooking and 
mending and washing and 
everything else! It’s all 
games and candy for you. You 
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spoil her, that is not how 
you raise your... 

 
MARCIA 

(puts her 
hand up, 
defiant) 

Hand? 
(a beat, 

slowly) raise 
your HAND? 
‘Cause if you think you can 
finish that sentence with 
anything else, you must have 
inhaled too much of those 
cleaning products of yours. 

 
Isabel’s wristwatch’s alarm rings (it is unusually 
loud), she checks the time.”28 
 

This fragment of scene 48 of “The Ladies Room” portrays what could be 

considered the “duty of care” that, according to a Marcia, Isabel has with respects 

to her biological daughter. Isabel, forced into motherhood, is constantly 

scrutinized by Marcia, who seems to believe that the appropriate childrearing of 

any child (although “unwanted”) should be instinctively carried out with devotion 

and without resistance by the child’s biological mother. How is it that a woman 

who unwillingly becomes a mother can be expected (and forced) to provide care 

and protection to that child she did not want to have in the first place? Why is 

Isabel raising Karlita? Why are one in every two Ecuadorian women raising 

children they didn’t want to have? How are they expected (and bound by law) to 

be carers, even primary carers, of their “unwanted” children? And how do they 

care for them? 

To explore an answer to these questions I approach Andrea O’Reilly’s work on 

motherhood studies that seeks to articulate a Matricentric Feminism (O'Reilly 

2016). O’Reilly incorporates Adrianne Rich’s distinction between the patriarchal 

institution of motherhood, and the relationship of women with their powers of 

reproduction to children, to her own theoretical production. O’Reilly then identifies 

what she terms the “ten ideological assumptions of patriarchal motherhood:” 

                                                            
28 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room“ screenplay, scene 48 (fragment).  
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essentialization, privatization, individualization, naturalization, normalization, 

idealization, biologicalization, expertization, intensification, and depoliticalization 

of motherhood. According to O’Reilly: 

essentialization positions maternity as basic to and the basis of female identity, whereas 

privatization locates mother work solely in a reproductive realm of the home. Similarly, 

individualization causes such mothering to be the work and responsibility of one person 

[…] biologicalization, in its emphasis on blood ties, positions the birth mother as the “real” 

and authentic mother. (O'Reilly 2016, p.14) 

From these “ten ideological assumptions of patriarchal motherhood,” 

essentialization, privatization, individualization and biologicalization, as defined 

by O’Reilly, seem to resonate the most with Isabel’s character in “The Ladies 

Room.” If the authenticity of motherhood is assumed to be established by blood 

ties, the biological mother will inevitably be considered the “authentic” mother. 

Even if motherhood is, for her, the result of coercion. By extension, she most 

likely will be expected (by some or someone) to address the “three demands of 

maternal practice,” identified by Sarah Ruddick as preservation, growth, social 

acceptability. These are demands that constitute a set of requirements imposed 

by both the child and the social world where the maternal work takes place 

(Ruddick 1995, p.17). Although Ruddick considers these demands to be a 

constitutive component of maternal practice, she explains that they can be 

understood as a referential framework, rather than as an exhaustive list, for there 

might be other demands that those who mother are expected to meet in different 

societies and cultures (Ruddick 1995, p. 22).   

The demands imposed on Isabel still constitute social expectations that, within 

the micro-cosmos of the story, prompt the articulation of mechanisms and 

strategies of micro-surveillance29 to enforce and guarantee the “quality” of the 

care she provides to Karlita. As O’Reilly, reading Ruddick, explains; “mothers are 

policed by what Sarah Ruddick calls the ‘gaze of others’” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 19). 

Thus, in the screenplay, Marcia constantly mocks her sister, harshly criticises her 

and devalues her ways of coping with the maternal work inflicted upon her as 

                                                            
29 This topic will be addressed in more detail in Chapter Three.  
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“forced labour.” The institution of patriarchal motherhood seems to be Marcia’s 

framework of understanding applied to her sister’s role with respects to Karlita. 

On the subject of patriarchal motherhood, Andrea O’Reilly argues that “as a 

normative discourse, [patriarchal motherhood] polices all women’s mothering and 

results in the pathologizing of those women who do not or cannot perform 

normative motherhood” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 19). 

By reflecting upon the role Isabel plays with regards to Karlita, it is possible for 

me to approach “motherhood” as a signifier, culturally filled up with meanings. 

The only form of motherhood (in the substantive, socially constituted version of 

the term) that is available for Isabel, is the normative patriarchal institution of 

motherhood that has been imposed on her. Isabel is a mother by coercion. In her 

case, this constituted form of motherhood, as a patriarchal institution, is an index 

of that constituted form of power exercised over her life; a constant reminder of 

the lack of sovereignty over her own body. Isabel can attempt to take care of 

Karlita, maybe even care for her, but in the possible world presented by the 

screenplay, she can’t really mother her. In the screenplay I argue that because 

Isabel was (and is) forced into motherhood, she is unable to mother Karlita. 

O’Reilly offers a useful explanation that summarizes the distinctions between 

motherhood and mothering: 

The term ‘motherhood’ refers to the patriarchal institution of motherhood, which is male 

defined and controlled and is deeply oppressive to women, whereas the word ‘mothering’ 

refers to women’s experiences of mothering and is female defined and centered and 

potentially empowering to women (O'Reilly 2016, p. 15-16). 

My understanding of mothering, as a verb, a (relational) practice that arguably 

depicts the constituting form of the term, has been articulated, elaborated and re-

elaborated in distinctive ways by Andrea O’Reilly, Petra Bueskens, Sara Ruddick, 

Adrienne Rick and other scholars whose theoretical production could comfortably 

fit in what O’Reilly terms “Matricentric Feminism” today. I understand this 

constituting form, mothering, together with Bueskens, as “an art, a practice, and 

a politics that we must continually revise” (Bueskens 2016, p.xv). I am convinced 

that the experience of mothering can ignite change, it can improve the lives of 
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children and those who mother them. In this sense, it can be a practice of 

empowerment for women and children,  but motherhood does not necessarily 

open the same doors.  

Going back to “The Ladies Room,” Isabel, the gatekeeper who has the keys to 

grant access to the room, is incapable of mothering the child she did not choose. 

This is probably because, day after day, that child is inevitably left under her 

sometimes meticulous, sometimes harsh, sometimes neglectful, but always 

unwilling care, as if it was natural for her to perform the multiple tasks childrearing 

involves.  

For Isabel, the imposition of a constituted form of patriarchal power that, by 

claiming sovereignty over her own body, denies her agency of being and coerces 

her into motherhood, ends up disarticulating the constituting force that the 

practice of mothering could have. In this sense, coercive motherhood, as a form 

of reproductive coercion, could be addressed as a problem of sovereignty.  

Following this logic, it’s relevant to discuss motherhood and mothering with 

respects to the theoretical propositions of Giorgio Agamben about the relations 

between sovereign power and bare life (Agamben, Homo sacer 1998). Agamben 

analyzes the exercise of sovereign power over life to inquire the historical roots 

and contemporary forms of the Homo Sacer, “a life that can be killed, but not 

sacrificed” (Agamben 1998, p. 73). In this context, after proposing a genealogy 

of the relationship between sovereignty and law, in order to understand the logic 

of sovereign power that seems stronger when exercised under the state of 

exception, as we will discuss in Chapter Four, Agamben asserts: “perhaps 

nowhere else does the paradox of sovereignty show itself so fully as in the 

problem of constituting power and its relation to constituted power (Agamben 

1998, p. 39). 

Agamben draws on the works of Aristotle and Antonio Negri, amongst others, to 

navigate his reflections about sovereignty and bare life regarding the relationship 

between constituting and constituted power. Reflecting upon Negri’s work, 

Agamben asserts: 
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The problem of constituting power then becomes the problem of the “constitution of 

potentiality” (Il potere constituent, p. 383), and the unresolved dialectic between 

constituting power and constituted power opens the way for a new articulation of the 

relation between potentiality and actuality (Agamben 1998, p. 39). 

After considering the status of the “Constitution” and the legislative act regarding 

constituting and constituted powers, Negri’s theoretical construction about the 

constituting power “Il potere constituent” (Negri 1992) prompts Agamben to take 

a step forward, tracing a continuous line between those forms of power and 

Aristotle’s thoughts about potentiality and act.  

Agamben revisits Aristotle’s “Metaphysics” in order to unravel this connection 

between potentiality (as a latent event that may or may not pass into actuality) 

and its different modes of actualization (Agamben 1998, p. 44). Agamben 

articulates an argument about potentiality to and potentiality not to around his 

interpretation of Aristotle’s reaffirmation of potentiality’s “autonomous existence” 

with respects to its modes of actualization. Agamben, reading Aristotle, explains:  

If potentiality is to have its own consistency and not always disappear immediately into 

actuality, it is necessary that potentiality be able not to pass over into actuality, that 

potentiality constitutively be the potentiality not to (do or be). […] This potentiality 

maintains itself in relation to actuality in the form of its suspension; it is capable of the act 

not realizing it, it is sovereignly capable of its own im-potentiality (Agamben 1998, p. 45). 

For Agamben, “potentiality (in its dual function of potentiality to and as potentiality 

not to) is that through which Being found itself sovereignly” (Agamben 1998, p. 

46). In other words, “potentiality to” do or be always implies the “potentiality not 

to” do or be, in order to be considered an expression of sovereignty of Being. At 

this point, reintegrating our previous discussion about motherhood, it could be 

said that constituting an expression of the sovereignty of Being (different from the 

sovereignty over Being) the “potentiality to” get pregnant, give birth, mother a 

child, etc. is only one possible valid form of actualization of the woman’s 

reproductive potential, where the other possible and equally valid form would be 

the “potentiality not to” get pregnant, give birth, mother a child, etc. If one of these 

options is not available, or if it is rendered illegitimate (as it happens in those 
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discourses that dismiss certain women who choose to be mothers), or illegal, 

fertility does not constitute an expression of the sovereignty of Being, nor a 

dimension of the woman’s potentiality, but an expression of sovereignty over 

Being,30 and an evidence of external powers excised over her body and her life, 

to make childbirth and motherhood commandments serving others’ political 

purposes. In the next chapter, I will come back to this idea, when analyzing the 

differential value assigned to reproductive and productive work. 

In the meantime, I maintain focus on the legal mandate “to have a child,” in which 

the Ecuadorian legal framework is inscribed; and read it against the sociopolitical 

(sometimes legal) mandate “not to have a child,” that tends to be targeted to 

specific segments of the population and attached to discriminatory discourses 

about ethnicity, class, migration status, geographical origin, amongst others, as 

Loretta Ross and Rickie Solinger explain in detail. (Ross 2017, p. 9-58). Both 

positions, the mandate “to have a child” and the mandate “not to have a child” are 

equally restrictive of reproductive rights and arguably, attempt to reduce women’s 

reproductive capacities to a dimension of absolute impotence.  

In the meantime, in light of this information, we return to Isabel, the gatekeeper 

of “The Ladies Room.” Since Isabel could not choose to terminate her unwanted 

pregnancy, not to give birth, and not to have that child, her reproduction 

configures a dimension of absolute impotence in her Being. In this sense, her 

fertility, her ability to create life, represents the dimension of absolute impotence 

of her own life. In her case, since motherhood was a form of “forced labor,” as 

Silvia Federeci puts it, Isabel’s experiences of motherhood, and her own 

perceptions of those experiences, are equally oppressive. Although this is not 

necessarily the case for all women coerced into motherhood, for Isabel, an 

empowering form of mothering is not unavailable. She feels confined in 

childrearing and housekeeping, irrevocably attached to her sister and in charge 

of a child she did not choose to have.  

                                                            
30 Roberto Esposito, Bíos: Biopolitics and Philosophy (p.56) suggests the necessity of 
articulating an affirmative form of biopolitics “No longer over life but of life,” as will be discussed 
in Chapter Five. 
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Guided by Isabel, this chapter started by establishing a vocabulary that enabled 

a discussion about planning status and outcomes of pregnancies and births, and 

moved towards Ecuadorian official statistics that reveal and conceal the 

incidence of related phenomena from a public health perspective. Then it 

presented the chosen way to approach character-driven chapters, and the 

methodological decisions and conceptual framework underpinning it. Afterwards, 

it moved towards a reflection about motherhood, informed by a theoretical corpus 

of motherhood studies. This reflection focused on the patriarchal institution of 

motherhood and its coercive (constituted) form and contrasted it with the 

(constituting) practice of mothering, a potentially empowering experience. Finally, 

it brought the discussion back towards a contemporary biopolitical approach, 

exploring the relationship between sovereignty and potentiality to/not to, in order 

to reflect upon the circumstances under which fertility can constitute a dimension 

of absolute impotence for women.  
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CHAPTER THREE: BIOPOLITICS OVER DINNER: (RE)PRODUCTION AND 

SURVEILLANCE 

The blood that joins together at a city is always the blood of a family – blood that, even 

before it is the spilled, already links victim and executioner. (Esposito, Terms of the 

Political: Community, Immunity, Biopolitics 2013) 

This chapter establishes a direct dialogue with the previous one; where 

reflections about biopolitics, motherhood and mothering were articulated through 

an analytical lens on the character of Isabel. The ideas proposed in this chapter 

revolve around Marcia, a cheerful and carefree adult character. Marcia is Isabel’s 

older sister and Karlita’s beloved “auntie.” She is also the only character in the 

screenplay who leaves the isolated house in the middle of the mountains daily, 

drives her car to the nearest town to work and returns every night to the house. 

Marcia is the character who brings a different “lady” to the house every Monday, 

to receive Isabel’s treatment. After the procedure, Marcia drives the “Monday 

lady” back to the city. In a general sense, Marcia agrees that the clandestine 

abortion services they provide (performed by a person with medical training, 

Isabel) are a way of helping women experiencing unwanted pregnancies. 

However, she saw the matter from a very different perspective when it was her 

sister’s time to exercise her own right to choose. With Marcia’s collaboration, the 

Ecuadorian legal framework that makes birth an imperative once conception is 

confirmed was successfully inscribed on Isabel’s womb.  

By interrogating the character of Marcia, I continue an inquiry about the 

biopolitical mechanisms that discipline the body and administer and regulate the 

population. I interrogate the origins and contemporary forms of the differential 

valuation historically assigned to reproductive and productive work, and the 

“infinitesimal surveillance” (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978) mechanisms 

that enforce law on women’s bodies.  
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3.1. Biopolitics over dinner  

Building on the previous chapters, Marcia’s character allows us to take a closer 

look at the contemporary dispositifs that enable and facilitate the inscription of the 

law on the flesh. The central question that guides this section is: assuming that 

law and public policy are addressed to the population in general, what could be 

an effective mechanism to particularize the legal norms in order to enforce them 

on a woman’s body? 

As a first step towards articulating an answer to this question I have chosen a 

biopolitical approach to investigate the relationship between law and life, and to 

understand what mediates and facilitates this bond. Michel Foucault makes a 

distinction between anatomo-politics and biopolitics in the “The Will of 

Knowledge,” the first volume of “The History of Sexuality.” With regards to the 

shared and separate principals between anatomo-politics and biopolitics, 

Foucault explains: 

In concrete terms, starting in the seventeenth century, this power over life evolved in two 

basic forms; these forms were not antithetical, however; they constituted rather two poles 

of development linked together by a whole intermediary cluster of relations. One of these 

poles –the first to be formed, it seems– centred on the body as a machine: its disciplining, 

the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its 

usefulness and its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls, 

all this was ensured by the procedures of power that characterized the disciplines: an 

anatomo-politics of the human body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused on the 

species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of life and serving as the basis of the 

biological processes: propagation, births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy 

and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision was 

effected through an entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a biopolitics of 

the population. (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 139)  

For Foucault, anatomo-politics and biopolitics constitute “two basic forms” of 

evolution of power over life with particularities that I will explain here. “The Will of 

Knowledge” focuses on the notion of anatomo-politics; a form of disciplining and 

optimizing the human body and its capabilities and forces, in order to increase its 
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utility. Foucault analyses the historical configuration of this form of power, and the 

surrounding discursive construction that enabled its appearance.  

In the first volume of “The History of Sexuality” Foucault also acknowledged 

biopolitics, the political and economic regulation and management of the 

population, as “one of the great innovations in the techniques of power” (Foucault, 

The Will to Knowledge 1978, p.25). Yet, “The Will of Knowledge” remains focused 

on the notion of anatomo-politics and the mechanisms of power that discipline 

and optimize the body and its capabilities. Foucault formulated his biopolitical 

theoretical construction a bit later, in the lectures he gave at the Collège de 

France one year after the original French edition of the “The Will of Knowledge” 

was published.  

Foucault’s lectures at the Collège de France between 1977 and 1978 were given 

(and published) under the title “Security, Territory, Population,” (Foucault, 

Security, Territory, Population 2009). The following year, Foucault’s course of 

1978 and 1979 was entitled “The Birth of Biopolitics.” Here, Foucault approached 

biopolitics from an economic perspective. This offers an in-depth analysis of the 

economic implications of the regulation and administration of the population in 

mercantilism and physiocracy, in the constituting process of modern nation-states 

(Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics 2008). “Security, Territory, Population” is 

relevant to us here, in order to begin to elucidate Foucault’s ideas with respects 

to the population, from a biopolitical perspective. 

Foucault reflects on the “deployment of a new political technology: the 

government of populations” (Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p.83) 

and its disciplinary and regulatory functions, as established by mercantilists and 

physiocrats in the 18th century. Foucault argues that when the mercantilists 

adopted the population as the “final objective” of the government’s economic and 

political action, a distinction between the notions of population and people was 

established (Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 65). Population, a 

term that according to Foucault was hitherto used in political and economic 

discourse only as depopulation’s antonym, emerges as a political subject/object, 
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whose regulation and management is relevant to the government (Foucault, 

Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 95). Population becomes a political 

subject, “since it is called upon to conduct itself in such and such a fashion” while, 

concurrently, a political object is that “towards which mechanisms are directed in 

order to have a particular effect.” This modern notion of population differs from 

the mere “multiplicity of individuals;” formerly considered the people (Foucault, 

Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 64-65). Foucault concludes that with the 

appearance of the notion of the political subject/object of population, the 

improvement of its’ conditions will constitute the “end of government,” for this is 

the final goal of its management and regulation system (Foucault, Security, 

Territory, Population 2009, p. 141). It is precisely for this reason not all people 

could be included in this new category.  

Following Foucault through the effects of this innovation in the technology of 

power, once the political construction of population was included in the 

governmental apparatus, this brought about a redefinition of the notion of people. 

From a politico-economic point of view, people came to be those who exceed and 

escape the notion of population and the governmental strategies that attempt to 

regulate it. Foucault explains: 

The people comprises those who conduct themselves in relation to the management of 

the population, at the level of the population, as if they were not part of the population as 

a collective subject-object, as if they put themselves outside of it, and consequently the 

people is those who, refusing to be the population, disrupt the system. (Foucault, 

Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 66) 

Foucault offers one example to clarify his distinction between the people and the 

population that seems pertinent for our reflection: those who respect the law, 

those who subscribe to an implicit social contract, will be considered population 

to the extent that they observe the regulations that rule their activities. Those who, 

violating the law, break the social contract become “foreigners in their own lands” 

and those people are subjected to the criminal jurisdiction (Foucault, Security, 

Territory, Population 2009, p. 66).  
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It could be argued that the women of “The Ladies Room” fall under the category 

of people; insofar as they live secret, clandestine lives, performing actions 

deemed illegal in Ecuador and other countries as if they were quotidian tasks in 

this isolated house amongst the Andes. In this sense, the characters of “The 

Ladies Room” “conduct themselves […] as if they were not part of the 

[Ecuadorian] population.” This Foucaultian notion of people is explored further 

in the following chapter regarding Alice, the 17-year-old locked up inside the 

literal Ladies Room. In this context, it will be in order to argue why those women 

who attempt to terminate an unwanted pregnancy in Ecuador (and other Latin 

American countries where abortion is prohibited) are not really part of that 

population, whose well-being concerns the government. For the moment, I 

focus on Foucault’s ideas about the population in order to introduce the other 

distinction proposed in “Security, Territory, Population” which is useful in 

beginning to understand the process of the inscription of law on the flesh. 

It has been established that according to Foucault, this innovation in the 

technologies of power reorganize the governmental activity in such a way that for 

the new government, the population becomes its final objective. According to 

Foucault, this configuration of the notion of population as a political and economic 

factor has serious implications for the family. He suggests that as a consequence 

of the shift that introduces the political subject/object of the population, the family 

is redefined as a constitutive element of the population itself. Being “an element 

within the population,” the family disappears as a model of (good) government. 

This new way of understanding the family opens the possibility of redefining its 

political function, as Foucault states, “[t]he family will change from being a model 

to being an instrument; it will become a privileged instrument for the government 

of the population” (Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p.141). In this 

sense, according to Foucault, biopolitics implies an intrinsic redefinition of the role 

of family, in order to take advantage of the asymmetrical distribution of power 

within it as a mechanism that enables the implementation of politics at a micro 

level. 
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Foucault’s connotation of family as an instrument of power over life could be 

traced back to “The Will to Knowledge,” where, trying to disentangle the 

mechanisms of power that discipline the body (anatomo-politics), he explains the 

five “principal features” of the conflicting relationship between power and desire. 

First, “The negative relation,” the tendency power has to always say no to desire. 

Second, “the insistence of the rule,” where power places sex in a binary system 

(licit-illicit, good or bad, etc.), commands its "order,” and prescribes its rule. Third, 

“the cycle of prohibition” that operates through threat of punishment suppressing 

sex and making it renounce to itself. Four, “the logic of censorship” that develops 

in a threefold “affirming that such a thing is not permitted, preventing it from being 

said, denying that it exists.” Finally, “[t]he uniformity of the apparatus,” the way in 

which power over desire “acts in a uniform and comprehensive manner,” in 

“various instances,” through a number of institutions and devices that “endlessly 

reproduce mechanisms of law, taboo, and censorship: from state to family” 

(Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 83-84).  

For Foucault, the familial institution plays an important role in the disciplining of 

the body (as stated in “The Will to Knowledge”) as well as in the regulation of the 

population, as seen in “Security, Territory, Population.” In the latter, Foucault 

suggests a relationship between the establishment of the regulation and 

management of population as a “new political technology,” and the political re-

definition of the family, no longer as a model for government, but as a segment 

of the population with a remarkable instrumental function. But the analysis of the 

ways in which biopolitics operates that Foucault’s offers in his lectures soon 

departs from the institution of the family and its instrumental use. Rather, Foucault 

develops it towards his thoughts about government, population, politics and 

economy: the notion of “governmentality.”31  

                                                            
31 In Security, Territory, Population, Michel Foucault explains the three meanings he attributes 
to governmentality: ‘By this word “governmentality” I mean three things. First, by 
“governmentality” I understand the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and 
reflections, calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very 
complex, power that has the population as its target, political economy as its major form of 
knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument. Second, by 
“governmentality” I understand the tendency, the line of force, that for a long time, and 
throughout the West, has constantly led towards the pre-eminence over all other types of power 



63 
 

Although governmentality is an important concept to understand Foucault’s ideas 

about modern politics, it takes a tangent too far away from how law permeates 

the flesh. Therefore, to maintain our focus on the disciplining of the body, 

population administration and the family as an instrument of power over life, I 

return to Silvia Federici’s work and her critique of Foucault.  

In “Caliban and the Witch,” Federici offers a feminist and Marxist approach to the 

historical witch-hunt of the 16th and 17th centuries. In this study, she locates the 

disciplining of the female body to guarantee reproduction in the sphere of 

population.32 According to Federici, as population growth became a political and 

economic concern for those in power, a series of pro-natality policies were 

implemented and enforced. Between the 16th and 17th centuries, population 

growth became indispensable to guarantee primitive accumulation33 in the dawn 

of capitalism. Federici argues that: 

Primitive accumulation, then, was not simply an accumulation and concentration of 

exploitable workers and capital. It was also an accumulation of differences and divisions 

within the working class, whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as “race” and 

age, became constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern proletariat. 

(Federici 2004, p.63-64)  

While putting gender at the centre of her analysis of class struggle, and 

positioning primitive accumulation at the origins of capitalism, Federici reads the 

                                                            
– sovereignty, discipline, and so on – of the type of power that we can call  “government” and 
which has led to the development of a series of specific governmental apparatuses (appareils) 
on the one hand, [and, on the other]† to the development of a series of knowledges (savoirs). 
Finally, by “governmentality” I think we should understand the process, or rather, the result of 
the process by which the state of justice of the Middle Ages became the administrative state in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was gradually “governmentalized.”’ Michel Foucault, 
Security, Territory, Population, Lectures At The Collège 1977-78. grave Macmillan, 2009. P. 
144.  
32 And what Federici, reading Bruce Curtis, calls “populousness,” defined on footnote 58 of the 
chapter "The Accumulation of Labor at the Degradation of Women" as: “the part of the social 
body that creates wealth, i.e., actual or potential laborers” Silvia Federici, “Caliban and the 
Witch,” 2004, P.128. 
33 For her analysis, Federici uses as a starting point Marx definition of primitive accumulation, in 
his words “The so-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than the historical 
process of divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as primitive, 
because it forms the prehistoric stage of capital and of the mode of production corresponding 
with it” en Karl Marx “Capital: A Critique of Political Economy”, Volume I, The Process of 
Production of Capital (First published in German in 1867), Progress Publishers, Moscow, 
USSR, Ed. Frederick Engels, Trans. Samuel Moore and Edward Aveling, 1999, P. 508 
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historical witch-hunt as part of a broader pro-natality crusade that quickly spread 

along Europe and colonized territories, to allow the expansion of a population of 

impoverished (even enslaved) workers. During this period, from the 16th century 

onwards, according to Federici, “new forms of surveillance were also adopted to 

ensure that pregnant women did not terminate their pregnancies.” As controls 

over natality became mechanisms to regulate and expand the population for 

economic purposes, the family gained “a new importance as a key institution 

providing for the transmission of property and the reproduction of the workforce” 

(Federici 2004, p. 88). 

In a sense, Federici articulates a critique of Foucault’s analysis of the historical 

evolution and political function of the “power over life,” by highlighting the fact that 

any attempt to regulate (especially in terms of increase or decrease) the 

population implied a massive disciplinary strategy targeting the female bodies. 

As we have seen earlier in this section, Foucault states that “starting in the 

seventeenth century, this power over life evolved in two basic forms,” or “two 

poles of development,” first in the constitution of an anatomo-politics concerned 

with the disciplining and optimization of the body’s capabilities and usefulness, to 

integrate it into a system of economic control; and second, in the configuration of 

a biopolitics that regulates and manages the population (Foucault, The Will to 

Knowledge 1978, p. 139).  

With respect to Foucault’s theoretical construction about, first, the disciplining of 

the body and then, the regulation of the population, “formed somewhat later, [and] 

focused on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of life and 

serving as the basis of the biological processes” (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 

1978, p. 139). Silvia Federici, in the introduction to “Caliban and the Witch: 

Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation" clearly makes an explicit critique 

of Foucault, by saying:  

What Foucault would have learned had he studied the witch-hunt, rather than focusing 

on the pastoral confession, in his History of Sexuality (1978), is that such history cannot 

be written from the viewpoint of our universal, abstract, asexual subject. Further, he would 

have recognized that torture and death can be placed in the service of "life" or, better, at 
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the services of the production of labor-power, since the goal of capitalist society is to 

transform life into the capacity to work and "dead labor” (Federici 2004, p. 16). 

By repositioning the historical phenomenon of the “witch-hunt” in the political 

analysis about the disciplining of the body and the regulation of the population, 

Federici opens the possibility of reconsidering the anatomo-politics that discipline 

the body, and the biopolitics that regulates the population, as part of the same 

political strategy when the exercise of power takes place over the female body. 

Foucault’s anatomo-politics that discipline the body, when understood from 

Federici’s perspective, is a constitutive part of a biopolitics that regulates and 

administers population for clear economic and political purposes: the mass 

production of future workers.   

Following this line of thought we could begin to understand how this biopolitics of 

the population has historically disciplined and optimized the female body and its 

capabilities. Not uniquely, but especially her reproductive function, in order to 

increase its utility and integrate it into systems of social, economic and political 

control. In Federici’s words: 

As we have seen earlier, the labor question became especially urgent in the 17th century, 

when population in Europe began again to decline, raising the spectre of a demographic 

collapse similar to that which had occurred in the American colonies in the decades after 

the Conquest. Against this background, it seems plausible that the witch-hunt was, at 

least in part, an attempt to criminalize birth control and place the female body, the uterus, 

at the services of population increase and the production and accumulation of labor-

power (Federici 2004, p. 181). 

Arguably, from Federici’s perspective, anatomo-politics and biopolitics could be 

understood as concentric circles inside which, at their core, right next to “sex as 

a political issue” (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 145), announced by 

Foucault, Federici locates reproduction. In spite of their differences when 

explaining the relationship between the mechanisms of power over life, on the 

body or the population, both, Foucault and Federici recognize the important role 

family plays in the processes of body disciplining and population administration, 

control and regulation. It is in this vertex where biopolitics cuts across the family, 
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and various mechanisms of power over life permeate the domestic dynamics, 

affecting them in ways often as decisive as they are unacknowledged. In a sense, 

Marcia embodies these mechanisms of power over life, over women’s lives, that, 

taking advantage of the closeness and intimacy familiarity offers, can enforce the 

inscription of the law on certain bodies. Throughout the story, Marcia also makes 

evident the subtle yet constant ways in which such mechanisms operate.  

The backstories of Marcia, Isabel and Karlita is revealed through clues and hints 

throughout the screenplay, which sheds light on the discussion this chapter 

proposes. However, this does not entail a comprehensive explanation of any of 

the characters’ backstories, for the “The Ladies Room” is (amongst other things) 

a narrative device crafted to increase suspense through the retention and release 

of information. Notwithstanding this, the backstories have been a fundamental 

part of the characterization process, and their implications in the story’s plot and 

the characters’ interactions cannot be overlooked.  

As explained earlier, in events preceding the diegesis Marcia forced her sister 

Isabel to carry an unwanted pregnancy to delivery. Since abortion is criminalized 

in Ecuador and most of Latin America, as discussed in the first chapter, Marcia 

threatened her sister with reporting her to the police and potential incarceration if 

she decided to terminate her own unwanted pregnancy. As a consequence, 

Isabel delivered a child who would be named Karlita; her unwanted and secret 

daughter, who is raised by both sisters as if she was their niece.  

The screenplay begins with a six-year-old Karlita, growing up unaware of the 

circumstances of her origin. Within the first 10 pages it becomes evident that 

Karlita has a closer relationship with Marcia than with Isabel, and Isabel appears 

to be the tacit ruler of the micro-cosmos that constitutes this isolated house 

amongst the Andes. I wanted Isabel to seem the strongest of these two adult 

women and sisters, so that the power dynamic that privileges Marcia’s authority 

is only revealed through the mechanisms that sustain it, as the story unfolds. 

Consistent with my attempt to portray Isabel as a person who lived a task-based 

life, making her engagement with Karlita’s childrearing “just another of life’s many 
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chores” (Ford 2008, p. 84), I try to portray Marcia as someone who loves Karlita 

but is convinced that the duty of care with regards to the child falls upon the 

shoulders of her (birth) mother. It is for this reason that a significant part of the 

interactions between Isabel and Marcia refer to Karlita as the subject of the 

conversation; assessing the child’s necessities and the caregiver’s obligations 

with regards to them. As a consequence, Marcia and Isabel’s dialogue seems to 

demonstrate a perceived correlation between the reproductive work of care and 

childrearing and the notions of abandonment34 and confinement. 

INT. LOUNGE ROOM – CONTINUOUS      112 
 

MARCIA 
I love that child, with all my heart, but 
I have to work. 

 
ISABEL 

Don’t we all? 
 

MARCIA freezes for a few seconds. 
 

ISABEL (CONT’D) 
With all your heart... 
Is love without care still love? 

 
MARCIA 

(starts walking again) You 
talking about love! 
What do you know? Do 
YOU love her? A bit? At 
all? 

 
ISABEL 

How can you ask me that! I’m here, always 
here, because of her. 

(a beat) 
My life is happening somewhere else while 
I’m confined to these walls. 

 
MARCIA 

Dear drama queen, you are not confined. 
You are free to leave any minute. 

 

ISABEL 
Am I? 

 
 

EXT. HOUSE - CONTINUOUS 113 

                                                            
34 Addressed in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. 
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The POV35 moves further to make evident the 
whereabouts: a remote dark, empty location. No 
lights around the house, no streets, no 
streetlights, no cars, no houses, nothing but 
mountains, and meadows surrounded by tall dark 
trees. A very oppressing image. 

 
MARCIA (V.O.) 

Sure! But there is catch. 
There is nothing beyond 
these walls.36 

 

As demonstrated by these scenes, in the story it becomes increasingly clear that 

Marcia, a cheerful character who does not always play by the rules, repeatedly 

tries to convince her sister (and herself) that Isabel’s stay in the house is 

completely voluntary. But that it is possibly influenced by the circumstances, for 

she considers that Isabel (having been a housekeeper for quite a long time) would 

have nowhere else to go. Here we also see that Marcia suggests a certain 

“sacrificial” act of love she makes every day, when, having being outside, in the 

nearby towns (out in the world!) she still comes back to the house every night, 

only for the child.  

Marcia often tries to conceal the fact that most of the reproductive work that Isabel 

performs has been an imposition that she naturalizes on a daily bases. 

Furthermore, Marcia attempts to hide the situation of isolation that affects Isabel, 

confined against her will to take care of a child she did not choose to have, a child 

to whom this scene of confinement is extended. Marcia contributes to maintaining 

and making explicit the distance between the public space (where she 

presumably spends the day) and the private space (where Isabel and Karlita 

spend their days), reserved for domestic activities that include everything 

regarding family and reproduction.  

It seems clear to me that if Marcia is an auxiliary to Isabel’s clandestine abortion 

procedures, her objections regarding Isabel’s intention to terminate her own 

pregnancy did not stem from her personal position with respects to abortion. 

                                                            
35 Point of View.  
36 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, scene 112, and scene 113 (fragment). 
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Rather, it was rooted in the fact that Isabel is her younger sister, she is family. 

The closeness and intimacy of their relationship motivated Marcia to make an 

instrumental use of her sister’s reproductive capacity, to impose the law upon her 

body. To do what “is best” not necessarily for all women, but for her sister. In a 

sense, Marcia represents the instrumental function that family assumed in the era 

of regulation of the population. With Karlita’s birth, Marcia guarantees that Isabel 

carries on with most tasks belonging to the domestic sphere while welcoming the 

perfect child into her life. Namely, one who is already cared for. 

With respects to Isabel, Marcia also operates as one of those anatomo-political 

mechanisms that (according to Foucault) inscribe power over life by disciplining 

and optimizing the body and its capabilities. Without her close, intimate, private 

and domestic interventions that allowed the rule of law to be imposed over a 

particular woman’s body, the centrifugal force that extends this power from the 

privileged core that enacts law and is proper to the modern “apparatuses of 

security,” (Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p. 67) we had no reason 

to focus our attention on this particular house in the Andes. In this case, the 

centrifugal force that expands governmental power in the form of law all along 

the territory of a state, spreading its outreach amongst the population, requires a 

“privileged instrument,” (Foucault, Security, Territory, Population 2009, p.141) a 

“key institution,” (Federici 2004, p. 88) like the family, that allows it to re-centre 

and consolidate on the individual level. Reconsidering Foucault’s idea of the 

“uniformity of apparatus,” I am inclined to agree with him that the centrifugal force 

of those “over-all decisions” of power require a centripetal force of discipline to 

effectively carry on its “capillary interventions” (Federici 2004, p. 84). In “The 

Ladies Room,” any exercise of power over life would depend completely on the 

disciplinary forces that put “order” by circumscribing the subjects to this isolated 

hacienda in the middle of the Andes Mountains. With regards to discipline, 

Foucault explains: 

Discipline is essentially centripetal. I mean that discipline functions to the extent that it 

isolates a space, that it determines a segment. Discipline concentrates, focuses, and 

encloses. The first action of discipline is in fact to circumscribe a space in which its power 
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and the mechanisms of its power will function fully and without limit. (Foucault, Security, 

Territory, Population 2009, p. 67) 

Following Federici’s critique of Foucault, I explained earlier in this section how 

the power that disciplines the female body is at the same time the power that 

regulates the population. That anatomo-politics and biopolitics can be understood 

as concentric circles to the extent that natality, either in the encouragement or 

discouragement of it, is a political mechanism to manage and regulate the 

population that necessarily breaks through the female body. Complementing this 

idea, it could be argued that the centrifugal force that increases biopolitical 

outreach has at its centre a centripetal force that circumscribes the power into a 

specific sphere of action. In the case of “The Ladies Room,” that centripetal force 

is the family. 

By confining Isabel (and Karlita, albeit unintentionally) to an isolated house, an 

enclosed space that constitutes the circumscription of her dubious power backed 

by a discourse of legality, Marcia operates as a disciplinary mechanism that 

reorientates power by delimiting the space within which Isabel’s reproductive 

work should be performed. It establishes the appropriate conditions of such a 

performance. Marcia is the only character of “The Ladies Room” screenplay who, 

as the story unfolds, can leave the hacienda. She brings things and people back 

from the outside, and returns them, but her transit between the private and public 

spheres seem “fully justified.” She leaves the house, because her productive 

activity demands it.  

3.2. About (re)production 

The first few scenes of “The Ladies Room” occur long before unveiling the reality 

of Karlita’s birth. At that early point, readers may be inclined to believe that Isabel 

is the primary caregiver of a child who (it is suggested in the story) is her niece. 

She stays in the house, assuming responsibility with respects to all the work that 

takes place within the domestic sphere; while Marcia leaves every day for her 

unexplained job in the nearest town.  
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Throughout the screenplay, I decided to establish that the two adult female 

characters had a perceived hierarchy with respect to their occupations. This 

hierarchy refers back to the historic “separation of production from reproduction” 

(Federici 2004, p. 75). Initially, I emphasized this idea by attributing to Marcia and 

Isabel several characteristics that resonate with normative gender roles, often 

assigned to the male and female binary. In a sense, the roles these two adult 

characters play and the set of values that defines the ways they assess the merit 

of their daily activities operate as a reminder of that “new sexual division of labor, 

confining women to reproductive work” that Federici saw arising (together with 

the historical phenomenon of the witch-hunt) as a mechanism to regulate the 

population in the mercantilist Europe of the 16th and 17th centuries (Federici 2004, 

p. 45). Federici offers an explanation of the progressive separation between what 

would come to be considered “productive” and what would come to be considered 

“reproductive” work. She also reflects on the economic and political justifications, 

and the general characteristics of this social devaluation of the reproductive work 

and its impact on the lives of women and men. This creates a hierarchical 

relationship between the genders, in the context of the family life: 

With the demise of the subsistence economy that had prevailed in pre-capitalist Europe, 

the unity of production and reproduction which has been typical of all societies based on 

production-for-use came to an end, as these activities became the carriers of different 

social relations and were sexually differentiated. In the new monetary regime, only 

production-for-market was defined as a value-creating activity, whereas the reproduction 

of the worker began to be considered as valueless from an economic viewpoint and even 

ceased to be considered as work. […] These historic changes - that peaked in the 19th 

century with the creation of the full-time housewife - redefined women's position in society 

and in relation to men. (Federici 2004, p. 74-75) 

I problematize the presence of this historically and intentionally established 

differential valuation between productive and reproductive work, and analyse the 

new forms it might take in contemporary societies. In the context of “The Ladies 

Room,” the differentiated status of the work performed by the sisters seems to 

have, within the social micro-cosmos the screenplay suggests, the “sexual 

division of labor.” Despite maintaining its original forms in certain sectors, 
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collectives and geographies; the gendered division of labour has also evolved 

into more sophisticated versions that establish distinctions and tensions between 

the (historically undervalued) reproductive work that takes place inside, in the 

domestic sphere, and the (historically valued) productive work that takes place 

outside, in the public sphere.  

Since Marcia and Isabel are both female characters whose sibling relationship 

is slowly revealed, what initially appeared to be the result of assumed gender 

gradually gives way to a narrative re-presentation of those other contemporary 

forms in which this hierarchical division between production and reproduction is 

actualized, in the context of the family. Taking a closer look, it slowly becomes 

apparent that Marcia and Isabel offer a visual example of what Andrea O’Reilly 

and Lynn O’Brein Hallstein call “post-second-wave split subjectivity.” According 

to O’Reilly, “contemporary women’s subjectivity, then, is split between 

newfound gains as unencumbered women (women without children) and old 

gendered expectations when women become mothers” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 43).  

As “The Ladies Room” story unfolds, in several scenes, the interactions between 

Marcia and Isabel shed light on the evolving nature of “sexual difference.” This is 

a fundamental component of the “sexual division of labor,” that is no longer a 

requirement for the legitimation and perpetuation of the differential valuation of 

reproductive work (including childrearing activities) and market-driven productive 

work. O’Reilly, reading Ann Crittenden, offers an eloquent example of how this 

differential valuation of reproductive and productive work maintains structural 

forms of economic injustice that affect (certain) women: “today the pay gap 

between mothers and non-mothers under 35 years of age is larger than the wage 

gap between young men and women” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 2).  

This does not mean in any way that the sexual division of labor and one of its 

consequences, the gender pay gap; a systemic practice that operates even in 

developed countries, are solved problems. Rather, as O’Reilly explains, this aims 

to bring attention to the fact that “as a result of second wave feminism”37 there 

                                                            
37 This is the intended meaning of “post-second-wave split subjectivity” according to O’Reilly 
Andrea O’Reilly, Andrea O’Reilly, Matricentric Feminism, 2016. P. 44 
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have been “newfound gains for women –especially for middle-class women with 

class, race, and sexuality privileges,” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 44), but these gains do 

not benefit all women. They are, first and foremost, available to (privileged) 

women on the condition that they remain single and (especially) childless. These 

gains may be surrendered if/when those women decide to have children. It is 

striking that the capitulation of these gains achieved as a result of second wave 

feminism is not yet a fundamental element of gender equity debates “[g]iven that 

80% of women become mothers in their lifetime,” as O’Reilly states (O'Reilly 

2016, p. 197).  

Although feminist struggles have instigated significant changes with regards to 

the sexual division of labor and the gender pay gap, and continue to do so, the 

gains achieved through those struggles are only available to certain women. Their 

privilege hinges on their status as single and childless. In this scenario, it could 

be argued that the differential valuation of reproductive work and productive work 

remains as strong as in the 16th and 17th century, as described by Federici. This 

might be one of the reasons behind Petra Bueskens position that “motherhood is 

an important category of analysis for understanding women’s oppression” 

(Bueskens 2016, p.XV).   

In order to subvert the “new sexual division of labor, confining women to 

reproductive work,” that Federici refers as a characteristic of the mercantilist era, 

the sexual division of labor has been strongly contested and partially dismantled 

by the actions and interventions of feminist and other social movements. Yet, the 

hierarchy between reproductive and productive work that was enhanced during 

the same time period, as part of the same social strategy, to respond to the same 

political and economic interests, remains untouched. Federici calls attention to 

the issue that “Marx never acknowledged that procreation could become a terrain 

of exploitation and by the same token a terrain of resistance. He never imagined 

that women could refuse to reproduce, or that such a refusal could become part 

of class struggle;”  then she formulates similar critiques with respects to Adam 

Smith (Federici 2004, p. 91). But in “Caliban and the Witch,” Federici does not 

seem to contemplate the possibility that procreation and reproductive work could 
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constitute a form of resistance for women who decide to reappropriate and 

reaffirm their reproductive capacities. For those women, such reaffirmation could 

be at the core of their struggle for self-determination, recognition and even 

survival. To overlook or deny reproduction as a site of resistance renders 

empowered mothering38 practices invisible. This refers to the multiple ways in 

which instituted power is constantly challenged in different forms of the mothering 

practice. Take Adrienne Rich’s “mother outlaws” (Rich 1986, p. 195) that urges 

women to subvert the rules of normative patriarchal motherhood, for example. Or 

the historic reproductive resistance of Native American women (Ross 2017, p. 

22), to those women from Indigenous Latin American nations who assume 

motherhood, in colonized societies, as a site of resistance (Prieto-Razo y Blanco 

Sixtos 2015, p.63).  

It could be argued that to challenge the sexual division of labor without equally 

challenging the differential valuation of reproductive and productive work, 

contributes to reinforcing and maintaining a reductionist understanding of 

reproduction as a functional process that responds to external interests, forces 

or powers. Understanding reproduction in this way degrades women’s capacity 

to create life, and relegates it to the role of a function. A function that is 

subordinate to those various forms of power that, defending diametrically 

opposed interests, prescribe how, in order to live productive lives, women must, 

or women mustn’t have children and/or care for them.  

Mediating this in relation to “The Ladies Room,” and considering the characters’ 

backstory, this contextualises the uneven distribution of reproductive work 

between Marcia and Isabel. Within this framework of understanding, Marcia’s 

expectations of her sister are in fact (or in fiction) justified. Marcia assumes Isabel 

must meet the “three demands of maternal practice;” preservation, growth and 

                                                            
38 A list of forms of empowered mothering is offered by Andrea O'Reilly in her essay 
“Out(lawing) Motherhood: A Theory and Politic of Maternal Empowerment for the 21st Century”: 
“Maternal empowerment, whether it be termed feminist (Gordon, Glickman, Green, O'Reilly), 
outlaw (O'Reilly, Rich), radical (Cooper), rebellious (Douglas and Michael's), or hip (Gore) seeks 
to confer to mothers the agency, authority, authenticity and autonomy denied to them in 
patriarchal motherhood." In “21st-century motherhood experience, identity, policy, agency 
edited by Andrea O'Reilly, Columbia University press, New York, 2010, P. 366-380.  
P. 370.  
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social acceptability, identified by Sarah Ruddick and explained in the previous 

chapter (Ruddick 1995, p. 17). After all, Isabel is Karlita’s (biological) mother, 

although she was forced into motherhood by her sister.  

Marcia’s constant demands of Isabel are made explicit throughout the 

screenplay, and her quotidian policing practices assess the quality of care 

provided by her sister. But it is only towards the end of the screenplay where she 

will explain that these demands are not so much in adherence to the child’s 

concrete necessities, as much as to Marcia’s understanding of maternal 

biological obligation.  

That Isabel became a birthmother by coercion seems to be irrelevant for Marcia, 

who unceasingly imposes over her sister a series of demands and social 

expectations associated with the (normative patriarchal) institution of 

motherhood. Marcia is convinced that the biological mother of a child must meet 

those demands. In a sense, Marcia expects Isabel not only to care for, but also 

to care about Karlita, and that kind of personal commitment coupled with the 

other’s wellbeing might be hard to achieve when the relationship with that person 

has not been established by will, but by coercion. I agree with Sarah Ruddick’s 

assertion that “In any culture, maternal commitment is far more voluntary than 

people like to believe” (Ruddick 1995, p. 22). Yet, as I have suggested in the first 

and second chapters of this dissertation, in many countries, societies and 

cultures, motherhood, tends to take the form of that patriarchal institution that 

constitutes an imposition that is forced on many women. In these cases, women 

are expected to be exclusively, or at least primordially, devoted to childrearing. 

This is assuming they are privileged enough to afford it, as Rickie Solinger 

rightfully reminds us (Solinger 2001, p. 183). Under such circumstances, maternal 

work might be far less voluntary for women, and increasingly dependent on 

constant and diverse policing and surveillance practices. 

In the domestic realm of this isolated house and particular family, with regards to 

Isabel, Marcia develops a series of policing practices that aim to achieve a 

desired behaviour from her sister. Marcia’s behaviour with respects to Isabel, very 
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much guided by her expectations about Karlita’s childrearing, could be 

understood as an example of Sarah Ruddick’s “gaze of others” that scrutinizes 

mothers. The gaze criticizes the way in which mothers act with regards to their 

children, or the merit of their maternal work, from the perspective of their 

children’s behaviour (Ruddick 1995, p. 111).. 

In this sense, it could be argued that Marcia embodies one of those “infinitesimal 

surveillances, permanent controls,” that Foucault saw arising in the “pivot of the 

two axes along which [has been] developed the entire political technology of life.” 

Foucault locates these “infinitesimal surveillances” in the intersection between 

anatomo-politics and biopolitics, where he also locates sex in its political 

dimension (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 145). We could say that, 

from Federici’s perspective, reproduction too would be included at the core of the 

concentric circles that anatomo-politics and biopolitics constitute. 

As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, Silvia Federici proposes a 

way of understanding how the optimisation of the reproductive capacities of the 

female body is not only a mechanism to discipline the body (anatomo-politics), 

but also a strategy to manage and regulate the population for political purposes 

that obey economic interests (Federici 2004, p. 181). As Federici rightfully 

argues, in a frantic race to increase production and accumulation that started with 

the mercantilist era, and does not have an evident finishing line yet, “wombs 

became public territory, controlled by men and the state, and procreation was 

directly placed at the service of capitalist accumulation” (Federici 2004, p. 89).  

Federici argues that women’s reproductive capacity became instrumental in the 

process of primitive accumulation, when a woman’s body began to be “treated as 

a natural breathing machine, functioning according to rhythms outside the 

women’s control” (Federici 2004, p. 91). During this process that, amongst other 

things, established the differences and distance between productive and 

reproductive work, “women’s activities where defined as non-work.” For Federici, 

this “devaluation of reproductive labor” contributed to the feminization of poverty 
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(Federici 2004, p. 97), a situation that persists today for more or less for the same 

reasons. 

The productive contribution of childrearing activities (as an integral part of 

reproductive work) to the configuration of contemporary societies will hardly be 

recognized until we understand that “[c]hildren need love and care, but it is 

culture, not children, that demands that the mother be the one to provide them” 

(O'Reilly 2016, p. 18). Until then, reproduction will continue to be considered a 

function that serves other’s (political and economic) interests. Following the same 

path, pro-natality policies, like those enforced in Ecuador and most of Latin 

America, will continue defining the lives of many women, and the instituted power 

will continue its historic mandate to punish our attempts to control our own fertility. 

In a further elaboration of her argument, Silvia Federici explains how in the 

Europe of the 16th to 18th century, in the context of the historical witch-hunt; 

midwives, neighbours and relatives had the obligation to “police women.” They 

reported any new births, or examinations of women ”suspected of having secretly 

given birth” (Federici 2004, p. 89). Federici makes a comprehensively 

documented effort, compiling different sources that account for the historic 

enforcement of those economic and political powers over women’s bodies. This 

puts in evidence the closeness and horizontality of the agents and mechanisms 

of those powers that, arguably, could be considered variations of Foucault’s 

“infinitesimal surveillances.” Federici’s analysis crosses oceans to include 

sources that document how the historical phenomenon of the “witch hunt,” often 

related to Europe, was also relevant to “discovered” America. Moving far beyond 

the highly-recognized Salem witchcraft trials, and reaching those Andes where 

“The Ladies Room” story takes place (Federici 2004, p. 220).  

This practice of policing women to guarantee reproduction; imposed on midwives, 

neighbours and relatives, could be the shared ancestor between Marcia’s policing 

mechanisms with respects to Isabel, and the contemporary legal norms (like the 

Ecuadorian Criminal Code) that require health professionals to report to the 
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authorities those patients looking for medical assistance due to complications 

with clandestine abortion procedures. 
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CHAPTER FOUR. SHE, THE “HOMO SACER”: A WOMAN’S BODY AS 

“BARE LIFE” 

“Alice in bed”39 

This chapter adopts a constitutional lens to explore the following questions: 

could it be said that, with regards to women’s bodies, there is an indistinction 

“between life and law”? What would the implications of such a statement be? 

Beyond that, can Giorgio Agamben’s theory of the “Homo Sacer” be useful to 

analyse the political status of those women who have planned abortions in 

Ecuador? 

I address these questions by using the character of Alice, Isabel’s mute 17 year 

old patient, as a vehicle for these ideas. In the screenplay, our first encounter with 

Alice is the brief albeit shocking vision of her feverish and bleeding body lying in 

bed, in the darkness of “The Ladies Room.” At this stage, still in the screenplays 

early pages, we, as the readers of the text, already know that Alice is locked up 

in the room and that Isabel is the gatekeeper who holds the keys. However, at 

that point (scene 9 of the screenplay’s 5th draft) the cause of her agony has not 

yet been revealed.  

INT. LADIES ROOM – DAY 29 

It is pouring outside, the curtains are open, and 
thunder bursts amongst the Andes. The scene 
resembles a “still life” picture. ISABEL sits on one 
side of the bed, next to ALICE (17), lying with 
closed eyes, her body covered with white towels.  

ISABEL wears disposable plastic gloves, she gives 
Alice a sponge bath, using the white basin with 2 
small towels floating in bloody water. Isabel cleans 
Alice’s body in a professional, almost surgical way. 
When she is done cleaning, Isabel covers Alice’s 
whole body with a couple of oversized white towels. 
She gets up and takes the basin to the Ladies 
Room’s bathroom, flushing its content.  

In bed, Alice starts twirling in a painful seizure, 
Isabel runs back to her, holds her arms and tries to 

                                                            
39 Title of Susan Sontag’s play, Alice in Bed. In “The Ladies Room” screenplay this book rests 
amongst several anatomy volumes on the house’s bookshelf. 
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control her movements but the seizures are too 
strong. ALICE screams, and a stain of blood takes 
over the white towels. Alice stops moving. Isabel 
sits on the bedside, holding Alice’s arm over her 
lap. Isabel looks up, as if the ceiling had 
disappeared and she could see the rain drops falling 
towards them.40 

As an introduction to the character of Alice, I decided to confront the reader of 

the screenplay and audience of the story, with her pain. In doing so, I try to portray 

the screaming, flesh and blood as symbols of the vulnerability of life and the living. 

This aims to convey the seriousness, physicality and brutality of a condition that 

puts Alice’s life at risk, without disclosing the secret of what that condition is. The 

retention of information is deliberate so that Alice’s suffering is perceived, at least 

momentarily, as nothing more and nothing less than the suffering of a human 

being.  

Working in this direction, I crafted a plot of suspense around Alice’s identity and 

situation. In the first scenes of “The Ladies Room,” Alice’s presence in the house 

is suggested by conversations between Isabel and Marcia. In the early stages of 

the story it is sometimes unclear whether the sisters are referring to Alice or 

Karlita, when discussing matters of life, death, and abandonment.  

Furthermore, the first-time Alice is “seen” in the 9th scene of the screenplays 5th 

draft, the reader is not given any clues about her identity. Later, in scene 21, 

readers learn Alice’s name and will be informed that she is 17 years old. Beyond 

being in literary format, the screenplay is the middle ground between a double 

mediation of the writer and her intended audience, given that the scripts ultimate 

goal (which exceeds, yet compliments, this fiction as research project) is to 

become a film. Thus, audiences are unaware of Alice’s name until they see it 

written down by Alice within the diegesis, and then spoken by Karlita in scene 

103. The creative decision that motivated the mode of disclosure surrounding 

Alice was to provide her with a certain impersonal singularity that reinforces what 

is at stake inside “The Ladies Room:” a life. (Deleuze 2012). 

                                                            
40 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 29 (fragment). 
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The literary formulation of Alice’s character was deeply informed by Gilles 

Deleuze’s work on pure immanence as a life that, in its undefined form, lacks all 

history of actions, and lies beyond good and evil. I assumed this undefined yet 

singular life, was the most suitable starting point from which to trace the 

trajectory41 of Alice within “The Ladies Room.” Such a decision aligns with 

Deleuze’s ideas:   

The life of the individual gives way to an impersonal and yet singular life that releases a 

pure event freed from the accidents of internal and external life, that is, from the 

subjectivity and objectivity of' what happens: a "Homo tantum" with whom everyone 

empathizes and who attains a sort of beatitude. (Deleuze 2012, p. 28-29) 

In the next section of this chapter I will come back to the notion of "Homo tantum" 

when discussing the character of Alice from a biopolitical perspective, informed 

by Giorgio Agamben’s theoretical construction of the “Homo Sacer” (Agamben, 

Homo sacer 1998). This will include references to Walter Benjamin’s notion of 

“Bare42 Life” (Benjamin 1986, p. 297). But for the moment, I will stick to Deleuze’s 

reflections about absolute immanence as a life, in an attempt to explain what lies 

beneath the concealment and disclosure narrative strategies I used for Alice 

during the character design process. 

 “The Ladies Room” elaborates on what could be considered a moment of 

undefined singularity for Alice’s character by withholding three important pieces 

of information: her identity, her relationship to the other three characters of the 

screenplay and the immediate cause of her agony. Yet, I tried to portray her as a 

person43 capable of physical, intellectual and affective responses made evident 

through the manifestations of her own pain, her multiple gestures of resistance to 

Isabel’s (healing) treatment, her initial ambivalence towards the presence of the 

child and the eventual strength of the bond they establish.  

                                                            
41 Conventionally termed “the character’s arc” in the practice of screenplay writing. 
42 Translated as “mere” in Edmund Jephcott’s translation of Benjamin’s “Critic of Violence”, and 
as “bare” in Daniel Heller-Roazen’s translation of Giorgio Agamben's “Homo sacer : sovereign 
power and bare life,” that quotes Benjamin’s German original.  
43 As discusses in the section “Being one of them” in Chapter Two of this dissertation. 
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I used several narrative tools (including hints provided through other characters’ 

dialogue) to reaffirm Alice’s agency, that articulates her multidimensionality. I did 

this to ensure that Alice, even in her first presentation as an undefined and 

anonymous character, was going to be perceived as someone whose life is in 

danger. In this sense, from a methodological perspective, I used character design 

as a narrative device to “promote empathy and empathic engagement in readers” 

(Leavy 2013, p. 81). This allows readers to see in Alice this form of individuation 

of the lives and stories of authentic and non-fictional Ecuadorian women. This 

consideration is especially important with regards to that audience who will 

eventually approach “The Ladies Room” film without the complementary data 

provided by the general settings and action descriptions, available for the readers 

of the screenplay.  

While writing the screenplay, I attempted to guide the reader’s experience of 

becoming acquainted with Alice, from initial curiosity to a stage of fear for her 

safety and sympathy for that pain that singularizes her humanity. In this way, the 

reader would begin to care about the imminent loss of Alice’s life, “[a]fter all.” 

Judith Butler notes when reflecting upon the precariousness of certain lives that 

“if someone is lost, and the person is not someone, then what and where is the 

loss, and how does mourning take place?” (Butler 2004, P. 32).  

Alice is deliberately positioned at the apex of an atmosphere of danger in order 

to make the reader initially care for her as someone who is dying, without 

questions of her life’s worth or warranted pain entering the equation. As the story 

unfolds, we learn that Alice is experiencing the unexpected and life-threatening 

complications of a clandestine abortion, performed by Isabel.  

For some, this discovery might create a rupture in their identification with Alice’s 

condition. In some cases, this may even constitute what Butler terms a “hierarchy 

of grief” (Butler 2004, p. 32) between the possible loss of Alice’s concrete life44 

and the intuited loss of a possible life.45 At this moment, from a point of view very 

                                                            
44 Concrete in the possible world of the story. 
45 Possible in the possible world of the story. 
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much aligned with the Ecuadorian legislation and the Latin American human 

rights framework we have reviewed in earlier chapters; several arguments that 

include references to the humanity, personhood, right to life and sanctity of that 

possible life could justify Alice’s pain.  

With the disclosure of the direct cause of her agony, Alice stops being someone 

whose life is in danger. Although she is still the same 17 year old left bleeding 

alone inside the Ladies Room, from certain perspectives she might be much more 

or less than that. Under the Ecuadorian law and criminal justice system, as 

examined in chapter one, Alice is an alleged criminal (National Assembly of 

Ecuador 2014, Art. 149). What would Alice do with her pain if she is considered, 

by the law, by others, or (worst of all!) by herself, guilty of some sort of crime that 

not even blood can redeem? She would resist and fight against Isabel’s attempts 

to nurse her back to health and fight the infection. And she initially does. As the 

healing treatment begins to take effect, Alice, lying in bed inside “The Ladies 

Room” slowly gets her strength back and is able to see herself once again as an 

ordinary 17 year old. Eventually, Alice might intuit that “perhaps we make a 

mistake if we take the definitions of who we are, legally, to be adequate 

descriptions of what we are about,” as Judith Butler suggests, when formulating 

her argument about the precariousness of life towards a reflection on social 

bonding, pertinence and claims for rights’ recognitions (Butler 2004, p. 25). 

Following Butler’s lead, when the cause of Alice’s agony is finally disclosed, we 

might ask ourselves (irrespective of whether or not we are able to relate to Alice’s 

agony): “[W]ho counts as human? Whose lives count as lives? And, finally, what 

makes for a grievable life?” (Butler 2004, p. 20) Or, in the context of abortion 

rights, as Katha Pollitt puts it: “Are women people? […] How much right to life do 

women have? How much personhood?” (Pollitt 2014, p. 101). 

A final yet intrinsically important character design decision I made with regards to 

Alice was her voicelessness. From the beginning until the end of “The Ladies 

Room,” Alice is unable to speak. Her interactions with Karlita make it clear that 

she is able to communicate through writing and sign language, but no one knows 
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sign language in the house and the child (the only character with whom Alice 

seems to establish a bond) can barely write her own name. 

Why is it that Alice can’t speak? Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak once asked “Can the 

subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1994). This was in the context of an argument about 

the epistemic violence (Spivak 1994, p. 76) that takes place when assimilating 

non-European (and especially colonized) societies, cultures, histories and 

practices into a European and male-centric connotation of “universality.” The title, 

and some of the claims Spivak makes in the text, have being praised and 

contested in equal measure from different perspectives. However, I do not refer 

to this text’s principal argument. For all intents and purposes, what interests me 

here is the question posed by the title and answered in the conclusion: “the 

subaltern cannot speak” (Spivak 1994,104). In a subsequent interview, Spivak 

explained the meaning of this lapidary statement by saying: “‘the subaltern cannot 

speak,’ means that even when the subaltern makes an effort to death to speak, 

she is not able to be heard; and speaking and hearing complete the speech act” 

(Landry and Maclean 1996, p. 262).   

In the first draft of the screenplay Alice was a vocal character. The transition to 

her muted version happened around the screenplay’s third draft, as an 

experiment to foreground the agony of her presence in the Ladies Room, and 

foreclose the nuances her backstory could provide. I believe that this change 

allowed me to focus the story on what happens to Alice when a clandestine 

abortion presents life-threatening complications, and the only people able to take 

her to hospital hesitate, for fear of imprisonment.  

In a sense, the proposed reflection about Spivak’s text, or rather, about its title, 

explains the political implications of the creative decision to withhold giving voice 

to Alice. Yet, the methodological function of this decision could be explained in 

terms of Patricia Leavy’s work on the role of interpretative gaps in fictional 

narratives. Reading Elizabeth de Freitas’ work, Leavy notes: “Fictional narratives 

are incomplete and leave space for the readers’ interpretation and imagination. 
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In other words, there are interpretative gaps in fiction, often intentionally included 

by the authors” (Leavy 2013, p. 49).  

Not many topics are as taboo and as controversial in Ecuadorian society as the 

discussion around reproductive justice with regards to the criminalization of 

abortion. From a screenplay writer’s perspective, I envision this screenplay to 

eventually become a movie. From a socially engaged storyteller’s perspective, I 

think that in order to enhance the film’s potential to detonate an honest and much 

needed social debate around these issues in Ecuador, I need to let the story’s 

audience bring their own ideas, knowledge, experiences, fears, etc. to fill in the 

narrative gaps. This way, an active and critical audience’s participation in the 

story told could enhance “the heuristic force of fiction” (Ricoeur, From text to 

action 2008, p. 170) that Paul Ricoeur refers to when explaining the 

hermeneutical interpretation in “From text to action.” According to Ricoeur, fiction 

shares with models a heuristic force capable of revealing “new dimensions of 

reality” that confirm “the power of fiction to re-describe reality” (Ricoeur, From text 

to action 2008, p. 171). 

For some audiences, abortion would be considered a matter of recognising 

women’s reproductive rights that should be available and accessible to all women 

who need it. If this is the case, Alice’s backstory and the conditions under which 

her pregnancy eventuated, would be irrelevant to the rights-recognition argument 

that contributes to challenging the dominant narratives of power that discipline 

women’s bodies. Equally, there would be some for whom abortion is 

unacceptable under any circumstances. Under a strong pro-natality framework of 

understanding; Alice’s backstory, however terrible or ordinary, wouldn’t “justify” 

her actions or the perceived justice of her condition. 

For those who do not hold strong views, one way or another, Alice is a mute 17 

year old young woman who is facing (in solitude) the devastating effects of 

unexpected complications and compromised access to healthcare after a 

clandestine abortion procedure. By not giving a voice to Alice, I removed the 

possibility of allowing her to tell her own story, which would divert attention away 

from the vulnerability of her current situation by allowing a value-centric public 
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assessment of the merits of her actions. It may be the case that even if Alice 

“makes an effort to death to speak,” as Spivak states, she would not be heard, in 

Ecuador and Latin America (not exclusively). So I decided to withhold her voice, 

in order to compel the audience to see her and, if necessary, to explain what they 

have seen, in their own words. 

In the Ecuadorian social context, it is possible to imagine Alice’s pregnancy to be 

the result of rape or incest. In these cases, abortion is still criminalized. Others 

might overlook the causes and consider Alice’s pregnancy as consistent with the 

country’s trend. According to the latest “Population and Housing National Survey” 

(2010) “the 18% of all births in the country happened in women between 12 and 

19 years old” (National Secretary of Planning and Development 2013, p. 36). This 

indicator sheds light on the prevalence of teenage pregnancies in Ecuador, 

however, as previously stipulated, there is a sub-register for the practice of 

abortion which makes it impossible to gauge the full scope of the problem in a 

holistic fashion. In this instance, both hypotheses would correspond to the 

situation of (young) women in the Ecuadorian context. As explained in the first 

chapter of this dissertation, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 

against Women in 2015 expressed its concern with regards to the high rate of 

teen pregnancies in the country and the criminalization of intended abortion, even 

when the pregnancy is the result of rape or incest (CEDAW-United Nations 2015). 

Regardless of the speculative exercise one could carry out regarding Alice’s 

backstory, that is not explained nor suggested in the screenplay. Alice, bleeding 

inside the Ladies Room, confronts us with the precariousness of women living 

lives coerced by laws enacted in flagrant violation of basic human rights. Those 

laws are enforced on women’s bodies by complicit patriarchal societies where 

forms of discrimination against women can achieve constitutional status, leading 

to the configuration of a complex and legalized ecosystem of violence against 

women.  
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She, the “Homo Sacer” 

INT. KITCHEN - NIGHT 76 

With hot water, alcohol, small plastic bags and 
disposable gloves, ISABEL sterilizes and puts away 
her doctor’s gadgets. The huge medicine encyclopedia 
lies on the KITCHEN counter. 

[…] 

Marcia turns off the radio and puts it back in her 
pocket; with free hands, she peels and eats her 
pistachios as she talks.  

 

MARCIA 
Did it work? 

 
ISABEL 

We’ll see, if it doesn’t 
I’ll take her to the 
hospital. 

 
MARCIA 

The 
hospital! 

(chewing) 
Long walk from here! 

 
ISABEL 

(rubs the 
forceps 
frenetically, 
cleaning 
them) 

What am I supposed do? 

MARCIA 
We can flip a coin to decide 
who drops her off. 

(another pistachio) 
The other one might be able to 
run away before the police get 
here. 

 
MARCIA takes a coin out of her pocket. 

 
MARCIA (CONT’D) 

Heads or tails? 
 

ISABEL 
She might need more blood. 

 
MARCIA 

Then we get more blood. 
 

Isabel mechanically wraps the forceps with plastic. 
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She is very experienced. 
 

ISABEL 
What about tests? Maybe 
surgery, don’t you see? 

 
Isabel takes her gadgets to the fridge, and places them 
in their special container, then clears up her work 
station. 

 
MARCIA 

Of course I do. Let’s 
imagine... (walks around 
holding a 

bunch of pistachios) 
It doesn’t work, she gets to 
the hospital, they run their 
tests, even surgery. They will 
do everything in their power to 
get her strong enough to go to 
jail ‘cause... 

(counts 1 with her finger) 
The hospital will call the 
police, you know that, and she 
does! 

(2 fingers) 
She’ll be put 

behind bars...  
(2 fingers) 

And she won’t be 
there alone.  
(cracks a 
pistachio) 

Are you ready to go to 
jail, Isabel? Are you?46 

The scene wherein Marcia and Isabel discuss their (limited) options with respects 

to Alice’s recovery, is an example of the juridical status of abortion in Ecuador 

and the social treatment that women often receive when they seek medical 

attention due to unforeseen complications in clandestine abortion procedures. In 

most discussions regarding Alice around the house, the other characters do not 

“talk to” Alice, but “about Alice.” In order to understand the context of the 

conversation that takes place here between Marcia and Isabel, we need to 

recapitulate the legislative setting of the screenplay explained in Chapter One. 

Article 66, number 10 of the Ecuadorian Constitution recognizes and guarantees 

                                                            
46 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room“ Feature Film Screenplay, Unpublished 5th draft, 
Melbourne-2017, Scene 76 (fragment). 
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to “all persons” “the right to make free, responsible and informed choices about 

one’s health and reproductive life and to choose when to have children and how 

many” (Constituent Assembly 2008). However, these rights are effectively 

compromised for women by constitutional article 45; included in the specialized 

chapter of the Constitution dedicated to the rights of children and adolescents. 

This asserts that, “[c]hildren and adolescents shall enjoy the rights that are 

common to all human beings, in addition to those specific to their age. The State 

shall recognize and guarantee life, including care and protection from the time of 

conception” (Constituent Assembly 2008). This constitutional formula seems to 

equate the value of life after conception, but before birth with the value of 

children’s lives, stating an undifferentiated governmental responsibility to 

guarantee their protection and preservation. 

In addition, article 44 of the Ecuadorian Constitution declares “the principle of the 

higher interest of children shall be upheld and their rights shall prevail over those 

of other people” (Constituent Assembly 2008). This establishes a clear hierarchy 

between the constitutional right a woman has make decisions regarding her body, 

her health, and her reproduction (Art. 66) and the constitutional right of the unborn 

life, recognized as equivalent to children’s lives (Art. 45). In this hierarchy of 

constitutionally recognized rights, the rights of the unborn life “shall prevail over” 

the rights of women.  

The hierarchical relationship established between women’s reproductive rights 

and the guarantee of life from the moment of conception, effectively exempts 

women in fertile ages from the enjoyment of their reproductive rights. Therein 

dismantling any possibility of achieving reproductive justice in a scenario where 

a woman does not really have the right to have a child; she is legally bound to.  

At this point, I return to Giorgio Agamben’s theoretical construction on the Homo 

Sacer  (sacred man) and the relationship between sovereign power and bare life 

in order to enrich our legally grounded framework of understanding the situation 

of those women who, like Alice, undergo a clandestine abortion procedure in 

Ecuador.  
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Agamben’s reflections about the Homo Sacer, a “life that may be killed but not 

sacrifice” (Agamben 1998, p. 83), proposes three lines of inquiry. First, the logic 

of sovereignty with regards to law, power, Constitution and potentiality, wherein 

Agamben concludes that the state of exception, the ban, is the original political 

relation (Agamben 1998, p. 109). Second, regarding the centrality of bare (mere, 

natural) life as an original political element, included in and subjected to a juridico-

political apparatus through an ambivalent connotation of the sacredness of life, 

that historically has been designated holy and/or banned. The third sees “the 

camp” as the biopolitical paradigm (Agamben 1998, p. 134).  

Agamben’s reflections about the Homo Sacer are useful in understanding how 

the reproductive capacity of the female body, within the Ecuadorian legal 

framework, constitutes an exception with respects to “the right to make free, 

responsible and informed choices about one’s health and reproductive life,”47 

guaranteed to “all persons,” according to the Ecuadorian Constitution. By 

establishing (as a priority) the protection of life from the moment of conception, 

the Constitutional norm includes women in the category of “all persons.” In 

Giorgio Agamben’s terms, this is “solely in the form of [their]48 exclusion” 

(Agamben 1998, p. 8).  

In order to facilitate the discussion this chapter proposes, I have adapted the cited 

fragments of Agamben’s text as if the narrated subject that embodies Agamben’s 

Homo Sacer was female. I say “adapted” since Agamben mostly refers to the 

Homo Sacer, a historical form of (human) bare life, in its’ masculine dimension. 

As Chiara Bottici observes, “there is a huge difference between being a homo 

sacer and a femina sacra” (Bottici, Rethinking the Biopolitical Turn 2015, p. 186). 

Before revisiting Alice inside the Ladies Room, I would like to clarify what 

motivates and justifies this adaptation. Agamben’s book “Homo Sacer: Sovereign 

Power and Bare Life,” was originally published in Italian in 1995.49 In Italian, as 

in most Latin-based languages including my mother tongue (Spanish), the use of 

                                                            
47 Fragment of Art. 66 of the Ecuadorian Constitution.  
48 “Its” in the original, refering to “human life.” 
49 See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Il potere sovrano e la nuda vita, Giulio Einaudi s.p.a., 
1995.  
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the masculine generic is not only widely accepted but grammatically correct. The 

“homo sacer (sacred man) who may be killed and yet not sacrificed and whose 

essential function in modern politics we intend to assert,” as Agamben notes in 

the introduction to his book, finds its origins in the “archaic Roman Law” 

(Agamben 1998, p. 8). But Agamben’s reference to the Homo Sacer as a “he” 

does not only obey the grammatical convention stablished in Latin linguistics, but 

the fact, accepted for centuries amongst Roman law scholars, that “the public law 

of Rome did not recognize woman at all.” I will not engage in the “almost universal 

nonentity of woman in law” in ancient Rome (Couch 1894, p. 42-49), for it would 

constitute a significant diversion from the purpose of my inquiry. But it is 

necessary to mention it in our reflection, because it helps reading Agamben’s 

notion of “life that may be killed but not sacrificed” from a much needed gendered 

perspective.  

Agamben finds a model of the Homo Sacer in the vitae necisque potestas 

(Agamben 1998, p. 88). In the history of Roman law, this designates an 

“incomparable bond” between father and son that allows the former to kill the 

latter with impunity (Agamben 1998, p. 90). Agamben warns us that the vitae 

necisque potestas should not be mistaken with the power granted in ancient 

Rome to a father to kill an adulterous wife or daughter, since “the vitae necisque 

potestas attaches itself to every free male citizen from birth” (Agamben 1998, p. 

88). Women, life-long alieni juris,50 initially subjected to paternal potestas, and 

then her husband’s manus (Couch 1894, p.44), didn’t really fulfil the role. In a 

further elaboration of the vitae necisque potestas Agamben asserts:  

[T]he only possible answer is that what is at issue in this “incomparable bond” is the 

inclusion of bare life in the juridico-political order. It is as if male citizens had to pay for 

their participation in political life with an unconditional subjection the power of death. 

(Agamben 1998, p. 90)  

Agamben makes a remarkable effort to identify the original version of Homo 

Sacer, and to trace his trajectory from ancient Rome to modern concentration 

                                                            
50 With limited legal rights and capacity, therefore, subject to other’s authority, as opposed to 
“sui juris” who enjoyed full capacity and legal rights.   
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camps. Agamben suggests a certain multiplicity at the core of the contemporary 

versions of Homo Sacer when he notes that, “until we become aware of the 

political nature of bare life in its modern avatars (biological life, sexuality, etc.), 

we will not succeed in clarifying the opacity at their centre” (Agamben 1998,  

p.120). This leaves the door open, for someone else to cross the threshold. 

Today, the recognition of women’s citizenship and legal capacity imply that an 

inquiry about Homo Sacer’s “essential function in modern politics” would be 

incomplete without specifically addressing the circumstances and conditions of 

its female version. Tracking the manifold historical trajectories and contemporary 

versions of this gendered form of life that “may be killed and yet not sacrificed” 

(Agamben 1998, p. 8) offers multiple opportunities for further investigation. In the 

context of “The Ladies Room,” I focus my research on one of these contemporary 

versions: the woman who intentionally aborts when this is prohibited by law.  

“INT. LADIES ROOM - NIGHT 79 
 

 
BIRD’S EYE POINT OF VIEW. 

 
It is very dark. 

 
ALICE, motionless and covered by white blankets, lies 
in bed, she is looking absentmindedly to the wall. 
The blood transfusion is almost over. 

ISABEL, standing next to her bed with a syringe in 
her hand, injects something into the rubber tube, 
the transparent liquid mixes with the blood. As 
the blood goes in, Alice closes her eyes and the 
seizures begin. 
[…] 
Isabel drops the syringe and tries to hold Alice, 
there is a huge medicine book opened to a page 
with the anatomic image of a pregnant woman.”51 

Reconsidering “The Ladies Room” in the context of Agamben’s ideas, I argue 

that the Ecuadorian constitutional and legislative framework establishes, with 

respects to women, especially in the sphere of reproductive rights, what 

Agamben termed a “relation of exception” (Agamben 1998, p. 28). With regards 

                                                            
51 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 79 (fragment). 
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to this particular form of relationship established between power and life, 

Agamben asserts:  

The relation of exception is the relation of ban. [S]he52 who has been banned is not, in 

fact, simply set outside the law and made indifferent to it but rather abandoned by it, that 

is, exposed and threatened on the threshold in which life and law, outside and inside, 

become indistinguishable. (Agamben 1998, p. 28) 

As stated earlier, the guarantee of life from conception, established by the 

Ecuadorian Constitution, is translated to the Ecuadorian legal system as the 

criminalization of abortion even in cases of rape, incest and foetal impairment. In 

consequence, many women in Ecuador undergo clandestine abortion procedures 

that put their lives at risk. As an effective mechanism to identify those women 

who had abortions, Ecuadorian criminal law compels health professionals to 

report those patients seeking medical assistance due to (possibly life-

threatening) complications in clandestine abortions.  

In practice, women who experience these complications in Ecuador have three 

options. The first and most expensive is to look for appropriate medical care 

beyond Ecuadorian borders, this is only available to women with significant class 

privilege. The second is to look for appropriate medical care in Ecuador, which 

carries with it the possibility of imprisonment. The third is not looking for 

appropriate medical care at all. This involves the risk of suffering permanent 

injuries, and even death. There are no “free, responsible and informed choices”53 

to be made. With regards to our bodies, there is an indistinction “between life and 

law,” (Agamben 1998, p. 27). The political power that regulates life, can become 

the same political power that regulates death. In this case, as Agamben observes:  

If there is a line in every modern state marking the point at which the decision on life 

becomes a decision on death, and biopolitics can turn into thanatopolitics, this line no 

longer appears today as a stable border dividing to clearly distinct zones (Agamben 1998, 

p. 122). 

                                                            
52 “He” in the original.  
53 Ecuadorian Constitution, Art. 66 (Fragment). 



94 
 

Arguably, for many women in Ecuador, Latin America, and around the world; 

across cultures, ethnicities, classes, religions, abilities, nationalities, geographical 

locations, etc., the biopolitical mechanisms that attempt to control fertility and 

reproduction have established a gender-based thanatopolitical practice. This 

works with striking effectiveness in developing countries since, as mentioned in 

Chapter One: “Nearly all unsafe abortions (98%) and deaths due to unsafe 

abortions (99.8%) occur in developing regions” (Iqbal H. Shaha 2014, p.10).  

In order to transmute a politics of life recognized to “all persons” (like 

reproductive rights) into a politics of death targeting women, it has been 

necessary to substantiate the latter in terms of the principles, interests or 

subjects it claims to protect: the “sanctity of life.” In other words; the elevated 

importance of unborn life, or unborn life itself. The pro-natality positions (often 

misleadingly called “pro-life”), like the one central to the Ecuadorian Constitution 

and legislation, when confronted with the concrete unnecessity of women’s 

suffering and the irreparable losses of women’s lives, tend to focus their rebuttal 

on the innocence and defencelessness of the (possible) lives they claim to 

protect. Following this logic, it substantiates their claim to presumably “higher 

grounds.” It may be true that, as Katha Pollitt asserts, “[i]t’s so much easier to 

focus on the fetus. It has no personality, no history, no motives to be 

scrutinized. It demands so little of anyone but the woman who is bearing it” 

(Pollitt 2014, p. 102). 

Within this patriarchal social narrative that first claims to protect life by imposing 

childbearing on an unwilling woman, and then reaffirms the imposition by setting 

barriers to that woman’s access to potentially life-saving health services, the 

woman herself becomes a residual form of life, serving a primary reproductive 

purpose, even when it’s against her will. In light of these ideas, we might ask 

ourselves: who is Alice within the Ecuadorian version of that ancient narrative, 

that uses law to inscribe patriarchal power over women’s bodies? How do we 

make sense of this 17 year old woman’s exclusion, to such an extent that the 

deservedness of her imminent death seems to be part of a social consensus? 



95 
 

How is it that under these circumstances a 17 (11, 24, 38, 49…) year old woman 

in agony is not considered a victim of violence but its perpetrator?  

“The Ladies Room” aims to disrupt this consensus that, as Jacques Rancière 

explains, “attempt[s] to dismiss politics by expelling surplus subjects” (Agamben 

1998, p. 71-72). By granting us privileged access to the literal and figural Ladies 

Room, the practice of storytelling encourages a social critique of the multiple 

forms of systemic violence against women that have been legalized for too long 

(not only) in Ecuador. In Walter Benjamin’s words “[t]he task of a critique of 

violence can be summarized as that of expounding its relation to law and justice” 

(Benjamin 1986, p.277). 

In spite of its constitutional status, we need to ask ourselves how legitimate it is 

to maintain the precariousness of women’s lives, abandoned in front of a law that 

assumes that in this scene of violence, as Katha Pollitt would say, “a fetus 

[zygote, embryo] is way more innocent than a woman, even a rape victim, 

because what was she doing in that dress, in that place?” (Pollitt 2014, p. 103).  

Any woman who dares to go through a clandestine abortion procedure in 

Ecuador, is abandoned and exposed to the multiple dangers clandestinity 

implies. She is exempt from her rights and left in a situation where, as Jean-Luc 

Nancy, cited by Agamben, explains:  

Abandonment does not constitute a subpoena to present oneself before this or that court 

of law. It is a compulsion to appear absolutely under the law, under the law as such and 

in its totality. […] Abandonment respects the law; it cannot do otherwise.54 

Alice, abandoned alone inside “The Ladies Room” is “a life that can be killed, but 

not sacrificed” (Agamben 1998, p. 73), for her secrets are too deadly for any form 

of redemption to be possible (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 117). She 

is not considered worthy enough for her loss to justify mourning (Butler 2004, p. 

32); nor a victim of violence but the perpetrator of a crime against a life much 

holier than hers. And until she is killed by someone or everyone she will just be 

                                                            
54 CFR. Jean Luc Nancy, L'impératif catégorique, París, 1983. (Agamben 1998, p. 58). 
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there, locked up inside “The Ladies Room” bleeding, “for blood is the symbol of 

[bare]55 life,” as Walter Benjamin said, (Benjamin 1986, p. 297).  

This abandonment to an absolute law is hardly deniable when, as happened with 

Alice, something goes wrong with the abortion procedure, and the woman is 

unable to receive appropriate medical assistance. In these cases, in Ecuador, 

and other parts of the world, many women who have intended clandestine 

abortion procedures performed over their bodies are compelled to respect law 

until death, “for homo sacer, finally, we are confronted with the residual and 

irreducible bare life, which must be excluded and exposed to a death that no rite 

and no sacrifice can redeem” (Agamben 1998, p. 100).  

In this fourth chapter of the dissertation, I first tried to explain my reasoning behind 

a series of creative decisions regarding the character design configuring Alice. I 

explained the initial retention of Alice’s identity, and the circumstances that 

caused her agonising condition, in terms of the undefined singularity that Gilles 

Deleuze suggests in a life as pure immanence. Then I reflected on Alice’s 

voicelessness in terms of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s question, “Can the 

subaltern speak?” The conclusion being that she can’t, because even if she made 

an effort to death to speak, her voice wouldn’t be heard, and speaking and 

hearing constitute the speech act. Then I included Giorgio Agamben’s theoretical 

construction about the Homo Sacer to my framework for understanding Alice. In 

logical consistency with Walter Benjamin, I  propose the necessity of further 

reflections about the two different forms of violence against women, and their 

relationship to law and justice. By rendering unto the Homo Sacer a gendered 

dimension, I elaborated an argumentation about how Alice, as the instigator of an 

illegitimate abortion, is abandoned in front of the law and how her Bare Life is 

“situated at the intersection of the capacity to be killed and yet not sacrificed” 

(Agamben 1998, p. 100). 

  

                                                            
55 Translated as “mere” in Jephcott’s version of Benjamin, and as “bare” in Giorgio Agamben's 
work that cites the German original.  
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CHAPTER FIVE. “BEINGS-AFTER-BIRTH”: (A) LIFE-TO-BE-MOTHERED 

If we look at biopolitics from this perspective, then a different strand of considerations 

comes to the fore. In the first place, we should notice that what is authentically political is 

life itself, not because it is killable, as Agamben argues, but because it is born(e). (Bottici, 

Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 69). 

The dissertations final chapter discusses the “unwanted pregnancy,” forcibly 

carried until delivery, and all of its implications. In this case, the reproductive 

coercion operated through very intimate and familiar mechanisms that facilitated 

the inscription of the law on a specific woman’s body. As a result, the woman 

gave birth to her “unwanted child,” Karlita. The young girl lives, along with Marcia 

and Isabel, in an isolated house full of secrets. And she is one of them.  

INT. CORRIDOR – CONTINUOUS    149 

 
ISABEL locks Karlita’s bedroom from the outside. 
Karlita kicks the door from the inside. Alice (off 
screen) is crying. T1 Ch3  

 
MARCIA 

(appearing at the end 
of the corridor) 

What the hell! 
 

ISABEL 
(crazy, 

yelling) She 
was in the 
room! 

 
KARLITA (V.O.) 

Auntie Marcia, get me out of here! 
 

MARCIA 
What did you do to her? 

 
KARLITA (V.O.) 

Auntie Marcia! 
 

ISABEL 
(in trance) 

She was in the room!!! 
 

MARCIA 
(shouts) 

She’s your daughter, you monster! 
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ISABEL 
She shouldn’t be!  

 
Silence, everything freezes, those words echo in the 
isolated house. 

 
 

INT. KARLITA’S BEDROOM - CONTINUOUS 150 

 
KARLITA, covered by the “warm and cozy” blanket, 
hugs Foxie. She is crying very badly. 

 
KARLITA 

(sobbing and 
kicking the 
door) 

She is not my mother! I 
don’t have a mother!!! I 
don’t! Mothers are 
overrated!!! You’re 
lying, you’re lying. I 
sprang from the pumpkin 
patch. Liar! Liar! Pants 
on Fire!!!!!!56 

Karlita has been raised by these two women as if she was their niece, completely 

unaware that Isabel was/is her biological mother, until these scenes take place 

near the screenplays’ conclusion. As established in the previous chapters, Isabel 

is Karlita’s primary caregiver, and her childrearing activities are constantly policed 

by Marcia. Marcia, who threatened her sister to guarantee birth, conducts herself 

as an effective mechanism of surveillance applied to Isabel’s actions. Marcia 

deeply loves Karlita, yet she contributes very little to the reproductive work 

(including childcare) that takes place within the house, for she considers it to be 

Isabel’s maternal obligation, as explained in the third chapter.  

Karlita’s status of being an “unwanted child,” has been stated multiple times in 

this dissertation. As a mode of introduction to this chapter, I first inquire: What is 

an “unwanted child”?  

                                                            
56 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 149-150.  
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The answer operates in correlation to the discussion proposed in Chapter Two, 

so I return to what public health and population studies can offer, to facilitate 

understanding. 

As previously stated, according to official data the (observed) Global Fertility Rate 

for Ecuadorian women between 2007 and 2012 was 3. This translates to three 

births per woman during her fertile period, between 15 and the 49 years of age 

(Freire, Belmont, et al. 2015, p. 109-119). Of these three births, the same survey 

stipulates that the (Global) Wanted Fertility Rate that includes the “wanted or 

planned children, and wanted but unplanned children” is 2.5. Finally, the study 

established a (Global) Unwanted Fertility Rate for Ecuadorian women of 0.5, 

which means that 17% of those “children per woman” observed over the course 

of the survey, were considered unwanted by their mothers (Freire, Belmont, et al. 

2015, p. 119).  

Based on the (observed) Global Fertility Rate of 3 births per woman, it could be 

argued that one in every two Ecuadorian women is raising a child she did not 

want to have. In other words, one in every six Ecuadorian children is deemed 

unwanted by their biological mother. This is a very complex scenario, especially 

when we take into account that the Ecuadorian legislative framework mandates 

all birth by claiming to protect life from conception (Constituent Assembly 2008, 

Art. 44). The biological mother is a child’s primary caregiver and legal guardian 

until the age of 12 (National Congress of Ecuador 2003, Art.106).  

The “unwanted child,” and elusive term often mentioned but rarely defined, would 

designate a child who was born of an “unwanted pregnancy” carried to delivery. 

That child will be “unwanted” only if upon arrival the biological mother feels, with 

respects to the newcomer, similar rejection to the one she felt with respects to 

her pregnancy. Therefore, the “unwanted child” would be “unwanted” primarily 

and predominantly in regards to her biological mother. The child will most likely 

experience the “unwanted” nature of her circumstances, as long as the biological 

mother who rejects her, is her primary caregiver. Beyond that divisive, intimate 

and intersubjective sphere, reproduced and repeated in Ecuador where 1 in every 
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6 children is deemed “unwanted,” the “unwanted child” is a child. A life that occurs 

when a body is separated from another body after birth. A “being-after-birth” 

(Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86).  

5.1. Beings-after-birth 

If we look at human beings from this perspective, as beings-after-birth, it is not only the 

essentially social nature of the psyche that comes to light but also the fact that there is a 

fundamental openness to the other. The emphasis on the fact that each of us is born also 

reminds us that each of us has brought to the world something that was not there. (Bottici, 

Imaginal Politics 2014. P. 69) 

Chiara Bottici refers to beings-after-birth when elaborating a theory of the 

imaginal, (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 69-71) and proposing a genealogy of 

politics (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86-89). In doing so, Bottici questions 

the tendency of Western (political) philosophy that, for centuries, has interpreted 

death as the “defining feature of our existential horizon” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 

2014, p. 69). Bottici questions the effect this pre-eminence of death in philosophy 

and politics has had, as made evident in the history of biopolitical thought. 

Reflecting on Foucault’s and Agamben’s work on biopolitics, Bottici asserts that 

for both of them biopolitics ends up being thanatopolitics; she then asks: “But is 

this the only way to think about biopolitics? Does biopolitics always negate life 

while sustaining it?” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 85). 

To address these questions, Bottici takes Roberto Esposito’s theory of an 

affirmative form of biopolitics as a starting point. Esposito proposes to appropriate 

and reverse the immunitary procedures of Nazi thanatopolitics in order to open 

the possibility for a vitalistic biopolitics that paves the way for a new 

understanding of communitas (community) (Esposito, Bíos 2008). In this logic, 

Esposito observes:  

The attempt we want to make is that of assuming the same categories of ‘life,’ ‘body,’ and 

‘birth,’ and then of converting their immunitary (which is to say self-negating) declension 

in a direction that is open to a more originary and intense sense of communitas. Only in 

this way –at the point of intersection and tension between contemporary reflections that 

have moved in such a direction – will it be possible to trace the initial features of a 
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biopolitics that is finally affirmative. No longer over life but of life. (Esposito, Bíos 2008, p. 

56) 

For Bottici, Esposito reorientates the way of understanding community 

(communitas) “towards the fact that community is a debt and a gift.” Thus, 

detaching it from its traditional reference to the fatherland, she says (Bottici, 

Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86). But Bottici concludes that Esposito’s Bíos fails in 

his attempt to articulate a biopolitics that affirms life, “because he remains captive 

to the Hobbesian paradigm that links the existence of the political community to 

the possibility of death.” This pre-eminence of death as the horizon of life is, 

according to Bottici, a constant presence in (Western) philosophical and political 

thought (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86-87). This pre-eminence enhances 

the character of isolation and abandonment of human existence, since, as Bottici 

rightfully asserts, death is an utterly individual experience:  

Death is the only act in our life that does not presuppose the presence of others. Death 

can be more or less painful, more or less remembered by those who assist to it, but it is 

essentially a monadic business. The body dies alone. Despite this peculiarity of death 

vis-à-vis all other events in human life, surprisingly enough, it is the moment to which 

most philosophers have concentrated their attention, with the result that the human being 

that most of them have portrayed is an individual in the strong sense of the term. (Bottici, 

Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 68)  

At a juridico-political level, death, as the prism through which politics is 

configured, can lead to a form of abandonment that implies absolute subjection 

of certain individuals, to a norm that administers their lives in terms of death. 

In order to subvert the hardly avoidable thanatopolitical turn that took place in 

biopolitics, constructed within the horizon of expectations of beings-toward-death, 

Bottici makes a compelling argument. She first questions the protagonistic role 

death has been playing for centuries in (Western) philosophy. Then, following 

Hannah Arendt, suggests birth as the first and foremost defining event of human 

life that makes every human experience possible, including death. Bottici then 

proposes an alternative way of understanding human beings; beings-after-birth. 

In a synopsis of this proposition, Bottici states:    
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Most philosophers, at least since Plato, looked at human beings as beings-toward-death. 

Very rarely did they take the opposite perspective of looking at them as beings-after-birth, 

a puzzling fact on its own, given the ontological priority of birth over death. For, while it is 

true that we are beings-toward-death, it is equally true that we are so because we are in 

the first place beings-after-birth. (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 69) 

In a further elaboration on the implications of situating birth as the defining event 

of human life, in Imaginal Politics, Bottici outlines the political dimension of this 

shift. This perspective dislocates human beings from the confining, isolating and 

fatalist horizon of beings-towards-death, to relocate them onto the broad horizon 

of possibilities of beings-after-birth. Challenging the implicit fatalism of beings-

towards-death that has made it difficult to justify sovereign political power in terms 

other than “attributing to it the guarantee of our security vis-à-vis the possibility of 

death,” (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86) Bottici inquires “what if birth had 

both an ontological and a political priority over death?” With this question, Bottici 

will introduce “geneapolitics” to the biopolitical vocabulary; a neologism that 

brings together the notions of birth and politics (Bottici, Rethinking the Biopolitical 

Turn 2015, p. 175-176).  

If the unavoidably fatidic horizon of beings-towards-death has driven biopolitics 

to the sphere of the thanatopolitical; Bottici’s geneapolitics opens other 

possibilities. Arguably, geneapolitics could concurrently refer to the power over 

life and the power of life, Esposito distinguished. What Bottici terms geneapolitical 

could constitute a site of domination when understood as a power over life 

because of birth,57 as suggested in previous chapters while analysing the 

theoretical contributions made by Silvia Federici, Rickie Solinger, Loretta Ross, 

among others. Bottici acknowledges this dimension of the geneapolitical when 

asserting, “we must also remember that most societies have tried to regulate and 

discipline this ‘miracle’ that is birth in a number of ways” (Bottici, Rethinking the 

Biopolitical Turn 2015, p.186). But unlike the foreclosed thanatopolitical scenario, 

Bottici’s geneapolitics does open the door for an affirmative form of biopolitics, 

since it makes reference to the power of life from birth. This reorientates politics 

                                                            
57 The history of the institution of slavery could provide many examples. 
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in “the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is ontologically rooted,” as 

Hannah Arendt notes, reflecting on “The Human Condition” (Arendt 1998, p. 247).  

This affirmative way of understanding biopolitics, that resonates with the 

affirmative side of the geneapolitical, could have important effects in our modes 

of interpretation (political approach, public policy development, etc.) applied to 

both the notion of the (political) subject and the (political) notion of the population. 

If biopolitics, as understood by Foucault, has been “one of the great innovations 

in the techniques of power” (Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 25) and a 

fundamental mechanism of governmentality (Foucault, Security, Territory, 

Population 2009, p. 144) over the last few centuries, one can only imagine the 

potential impact of rethinking biopolitics not as a technique of power over life, but 

of power of life.  

The revolutionary effects such repositioning could have, is precisely one of the 

conclusions Miguel Vatter arrives at, when considering Hannah Arendt’s notion 

of “natality” in “The Human Condition.” Vatter approaches “natality,” from a 

biopolitical framework of understanding, to elucidate the role of birth with regards 

to Arendt’s reflections on totalitarian power. Vatter observes that “if biological life 

can become the object (or, better, the target) of political control and domination 

in thanatopolitics, so also biological life must be capable of becoming the subject 

(or, perhaps better, the line of flight) of resistance to domination” (Vatter 2006). 

Yet, the preeminent place death occupies as the “defining feature” of human 

existence, as Bottici calls it, and the permanent validation and consolidation of 

this establishment through a long tradition of philosophical and political thought 

have made it difficult to conceive (until today) a politics that rules life without 

speaking in terms of death. It is not an easy task to speculate how a politics of 

life could be, but it probably wouldn’t be configured by beings-towards-death. We 

must conclude, very much aligned with Bottici’s thought, that beings-after-birth 

would be required, in order to articulate a politics of life.  

Beginning to configure existential standpoints from birth instead of towards death 

can have a significant impact in the way we experience life, we care for it (whether 
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ours or others’), and we value that care. In “A Child has Been Born unto Us: 

Arendt on Birth” Adriana Cavarero, analysing the notion of “birth” in Hannah 

Arendt’s work, suggests what this new trajectory for a human life may look like: 

If we replace disappearance with appearance—if, in other words, mortality as the 

preferred category of philosophy is replaced by natality—the pattern, however, changes.  

Rather than the starting point of a straight line, already hardened by the relentlessness 

of its path to the end point, birth, as Arendt intends it, is in fact the debut of a journey not 

yet identified; the event of a pure possibility (Cavarero 2014, p. 15). 

 

5.2. (A) Life as possibility 

At this point I return to our petite protagonist: who is Karlita? What does this six 

year old represent? 

In the possible world of the screenplay, beyond any adjective her interpersonal 

relationships may bestow unto her, Karlita is a child: “a pure possibility,” 

inaugurated by virtue of natality, by the event of birth. In Gilles Deleuze’s words, 

she is “complete power, even bliss,” “pure immanence;” Karlita is “A LIFE, and 

nothing else” (Deleuze 2012, p. 27).  

“A life contains only virtuals. It is made up of virtualities, events, singularities,” 

writes Deleuze, explaining that the virtual should not be understood as something 

lacking reality, but as the event or singularity in the process of actualization. In 

Deleuze’s reflection about pure immanence, “the event considered as non-

actualized (indefinite) is lacking in nothing,” for there is a big difference between 

the virtuals “and the possible forms that actualize them” (Deleuze 2012, p. 31-

32). In a sense, Deleuze leaves the door open for a virtual that, recalling 

Agamben’s words, does not “disappear immediately into actuality” (Agamben 

1998, p. 45). In this way, we can link Deleuze’s ideas with the discursive elements 

around Alice established in the previous chapter. Amongst the virtuals that 

constitute a life, those whose (non) actualization becomes an imperative, loose 

their potence, as they are degraded to the category of a (subordinated) function, 
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inscribing frameworks of domination that constitute dimensions of absolute 

impotence over what once was possibility. 

Deleuze uses the examples of two subjects (besides himself and his wound) to 

illustrate his ideas about pure immanence as a life. The first example is “bare life,” 

in the form of the “homo tantum” (“only a man”) who is dying (Deleuze 2012, p. 

28), like Alice. The second example is “small children” who, Deleuze writes, “are 

infused with an immanent life that is pure power and even bliss” (Deleuze 2012, 

p. 30), like Karlita.  

In his article “Absolute Immanence,” (Agamben, Absolute Immanence 1999), 

Giorgio Agamben brings Deleuze’s short essay about pure immanence into 

dialogue with Foucault’s last published work, “Life: Experience and Science.”58 

Agamben begins his reflection writing: “By virtue of a striking coincidence, the last 

texts published by Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze before their deaths have 

at their centre the concept of life” (Agamben, Absolute Immanence 1999, p. 220).  

Foucault’s “Life: Experience and Science”59 is a sort of tribute to the work, 

contribution and involuntary influence of Georges Canguilhem. It is a revised 

version of the introduction to the English translation of Canguilhem’s “The Normal 

and the Pathological,” published in 1978. In this essay, Foucault reflects on the 

notion of “error” in Canguilhem’s work, and concludes that, “In opposition to this 

philosophy of meaning, the subject, and lived experience, Canguilhem has 

                                                            
58 Foucault, Michel. "La Vie : L'expérience Et La Science." Revue De Métaphysique Et De 
Morale 90, no. 1 (1985): 3-14. With regards to the relation between the publication date and the 
date of Foucault's death, Agamben clarifies “Foucault's text is entitled ‘Life: Experience and 
Science,’ and was published in the January-March 1985 issue of Revue de Métaphysique et de 
Morale (it was submitted to the journal in April 1984 and therefore constitutes the last text to 
which the author could have given his imprimatur, even if it takes up and modifies a text of 
1978),” with his reference to the previous publication of the text, Agamben calls our attention 
over the fact that the published essay is a revised version of the introduction Foucault wrote to 
the English translation of Canguilhem’s “The Normal and the pathological,” published in 1978. 
See more in Giorgio Agamben, ‘Absolute Immanence', in Potentialities, University of Stanford 
Press, 1999, pp. 220- 239, P. 223 
59 For the purpose of this dissertation I use the English translation of Foucault's “Life: 
Experience and Science” included in Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology: Essential Works 
of Foucault 1954-1984, Vol 2, ed. James Faubion, Translated by Robert Hurley et al., New York 
Press, 1998, p. 465-478. 
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proposed a philosophy of error, of the concept of the living,60 as a different way 

of approaching the notion of life” (Foucault, Life: Experience and Science 1998, 

p.477).  

I will not interrogate Canguilhem’s notion of “error,” as understood by Foucault in 

terms of chance and contingency (aléa), for I am more interested on how a 

concept of the living (du vivant) that opposes the lived (du vécu) can offer a 

different approach to the notion of life. And so is Agamben, who, near the 

conclusion of his essay that brings the notion of bliss closer to the ambivalent 

notion of sacredness (addressed in the previous chapter), explains how 

Foucault’s and Deleuze’s text complement and “correct” each other. Agamben 

asserts:  

Only through this final complication is it possible for the texts of the two philosophers to 

reach what they seek: for Foucault, the ‘different way of approaching the notion of life,’ 

and for Deleuze, a life that does not consist only in its confrontation with death (Agamben, 

Absolute Immanence 1999, p. 238). 

In a sense, what Agamben highlights, is that near the end of their journeys, 

Foucault and Deleuze agreed in an unfulfilled necessity to rethink life as defined 

by its own progressive presence; “du vivant,” and by the multiplicity of virtuals 

(Deleuze 2012, p. 32) that constitute its pure possibility (Cavarero 2014, p. 15).  

If, as Chiara Bottici would put it, “[t]his emphasis on the possibility of death has 

led us to neglect the crucial political role that life itself has always had” (Bottici, 

Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 86), what would be the effect of rethinking life from a 

                                                            
60 Italics are mine. This fragment is often translated to English and Spanish as: “Canguilhem 
has opposed a philosophy of error, of the concept, of the living, as another way of approaching 
the notion of life” see for example in English: Leonard, Lawlor. 2006. "5. Un Ecart infime (Part I): 
Foucault's Critique of the Concept of Lived-Experience (vécu)." In The Implications of 
Immanence: Toward a New Concept of Life, pp.57-69, New York: Fordham University Press, 
2006. See for example in Spanish: Michel Foucault, “La vida : la experiencia y la ciencia” en 
Ensayos sobre biopolítica. Excesos de vida : Michel Foucault ; Gilles Deleuze ; Slavoj Zizek; 
compilado por Fermín Rodríguez y Gabriel Giorgi (ed) Buenos Aires : Paidós, 2007, p. 41-58. It 
is worth noting that in the 1985 French publication Foucault states “C'est à cette philosophie du 
sens, du sujet et du vécu que G. Canguilhem a opposé une philosophie de l'erreur, du concept 
du vivant, comme une autre manière d'approcher la notion de vie,” Foucault, Michel. "La Vie : 
L'expérience Et La Science." Revue De Métaphysique Et De Morale 90, no. 1 (1985): 3-14. P. 
14.  
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philosophical and political perspective that understands birth as life’s defining 

feature? “[W]hat if birth had both an ontological and a political priority over 

death?” (Bottici, Rethinking the Biopolitical Turn 2015, p. 175).  

At this point, I return to Deleuze’s two subjects that help formulate his ideas about 

pure immanence as a life. Both “bare life,” in the form of the “homo tantum” (“only 

a man”) who is dying, and “small children” (Deleuze 2012, p. 28-30) make evident 

what Judith Butler might call the social vulnerability of their bodies (Butler 2004, 

p. 20). That vulnerability of their human condition, that highlights their relational 

character. By acknowledging birth’s priority as a defining feature of our existence, 

the brutality of the unequal distribution of that vulnerability becomes clearer. 

Judith Butler explains how this vulnerability confers different (perceived) value to 

different human lives: 

Lives are supported and maintained differently, and there are radically different ways in 

which human physical vulnerability is distributed across the globe. Certain lives will be 

highly protected, and the abrogation of their claims to sanctity will be sufficient to mobilize 

the forces of war. Other lives will not find such fast and furious support and will not even 

qualify as ‘grievable’ (Butler 2004, p. 32). 

The understanding of birth as the first defining event of human existence does 

not mean to suggest that all we are, and all we will be, is what and who we are 

when we are born; someone beloved (by some, by all), someone unwanted (by 

some, by all), and the grayscale in between. But it does mean that the “pure 

possibility” a new life represents might be enveloped, especially during the early 

years, by the circumstances that surround that birth. Those who participate in that 

event of arrival (and the conditions that surround them), constitute the primary 

relational experience of beings-after-birth. It is perhaps at this point when the 

reproductive justice framework of understanding gains importance, since it 

understands reproductive rights (including the right to parent the children we 

choose to have) in the context of different individuals and collectives and their 

diverse social and material living conditions (Ross 2017, P. 168-237). The primary 

relational experience for beings-after-birth is, after all, a shared experience. 
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In “'A Child Has Been Born unto Us': Arendt on Birth” Adriana Cavarero centres 

her analysis on a famous (mis)quote of the Gospel included in Arendt’s The 

Human Condition, “A child has been born unto us” (Arendt 1998, p. 247). 

Cavarero contends that for Arendt “to live” means to be among humans, and 

interprets the notion of natality in Arendt’s work as a “theatre of apparition” (to 

others). Following this logic, Cavarero observes: 

To live means ‘to be among men,’ the Latin inter homines esse61 (HC, 7). Otherwise 

stated, the scene of appearance is, in Arendtian terms, structurally relational: in it, the 

others are not optional figures but human beings materially present, indispensable 

spectators. (Cavarero 2014, p. 18) 

Cavarero continues her exploration of Arendt on Birth noting that this scene of 

appearance, in Arendt, should not be understood as a child born to someone. 

Rather, a child is born among human beings, who constitute “indispensable 

spectators” that configure the primordial relational dimension of this act of 

appearance. Yet, Cavarero explains, the figure of the mother is absent from those 

passages where Arendt’s discusses natality (Cavarero 2014, p. 17-18).  

Cavarero reflects on the figure of the mother, whose active role during the event 

of birth cannot be equated with that of “the spectators.” Cavarero understands 

the absence of the mother in regards to the figure of that newborn who, in Arendt’s 

text, never grows to become an infant or a child, nor disappears, just stays “frozen 

in the very event.” From this understanding, Cavarero concludes that, “If the 

emblematic function of the newborn is consumed entirely in the act of its 

appearance, the maternal figure becomes superfluous” (Cavarero 2014, p. 19). 

Furthermore, Cavarero contends that Arendt can omit reference to the mother in 

“The Human Condition” for she remains close to the biblical narrative of the 

creation of humankind. Therein, one man (Adam) having appeared with the act 

of creation “is a beginner himself.”62 But Cavarero notes that this is not really the 

case for human beings. All of us, “Of woman born” (Rich 1986) need nurture and 

                                                            
61 Italics in the original. 
62 CFR. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 1998, P. 177 in Adriana Cavarero, “‘A Child Has 
Been Born unto Us’: Arendt on Birth,” 2014, p. 20. 
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care in order to grow. In a sense, Cavarero agrees that the practice of mothering, 

however we define it, is necessary to sustain a child. In this direction, she 

concludes: “Adam, who was created a perfect man, probably assumed the erect 

position right away. Those of us who are born as infants possess a self that is 

neither disengaged nor straight” (Cavarero 2014, p. 28). 

But what if it is the case that a child is born among us, human beings, and to no 

one in particular? That none of us, nor “us” collectively, take care of and care for 

that new life, for we haven’t yet understood the responsibility implied in the act of 

appearance? What happens then to that life that far from being exhausted in the 

event of birth, will require nurturing and care? Since, for beings-after-birth, the 

event of birth is the point of departure for trajectories marked by possibility, 

movement and change? 

If we bring this discussion back to “The Ladies Room,” and the Ecuadorian and 

Latin American context it is embedded in, it is possible to ask: when women are 

(legally and otherwise) forced to carry unwanted pregnancies to delivery, and to 

give birth to children they do not want to have, to whom or to what are these new 

lives given over? Who cares for them and takes care of them after birth? If those 

children are not born to those women forced to have them, but among “us,” the 

country, society, community, family who enforces their births, what are we doing 

to nurture them after birth? How are we accounting for those lives? And the 

quality of that life? It is possible that the answer to these questions would require 

entirely new research, grounded in the historic and current living conditions and 

circumstances of those children forced upon someone, and into the world.  

Here, I approach these questions holding Karlita’s hand, in order to suggest what 

happens in the Ecuadorian case. Article 45 of the Ecuadorian Constitution makes 

it explicit that the Ecuadorian government guarantees children’s and adolescents’ 

“life, including care and protection.” The Ecuadorian Constitution extends the 

constitutional guarantee for life before birth, assuming (and enforcing) this 

governmental commitment “from the time of conception,” as discussed in Chapter 

One. However, this constitutional guarantee has a limited effectiveness after 
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birth. As seen in the first three chapters of the dissertation, the same state’s 

power that saw the institution of the family as a mechanism to enforce its laws 

over women’s bodies, fails to account for these children. Their care is generally 

entrusted to their biological mothers, legally considered their primary caregivers 

until the age of 12 (National Congress of Ecuador 2003, art. 106). It fails to 

account for them, but it counts them. As discussed in the second chapter, 1 in 

every 6 Ecuadorian children would be considered “unwanted” by his or her 

mother, just like Karlita (Freire, Belmont, et al. 2015, p. 119). The same legal 

mandate that coerces women into giving birth, imposes on them the permanent 

responsibility of raising the children they did not want to have, thus consigning 

the precariousness of those lives once born.  

With regards to the precariousness of life, Judith Butler reflects on how the 

primary vulnerability of bodies inherent to the human condition, “precedes the 

formation of ‘I’.” For Butler, this newborn life is always “given over to some set of 

primary others” before the “I” is capable of any will or judgment (Butler 2004, p. 

31). This involuntary act of being given over portrays how the relational nature of 

a being precedes its individuation, making that new life completely vulnerable to 

the others’ touch. A touch that can affect us, as human beings in “a range that 

includes the eradication of our being at the one end, and the physical support for 

our lives at the other” (Butler 2004, p. 31). Butler highlights the unequal 

distribution of that vulnerability of beings, and observes: 

for some this primary scene is the scene of abandonment or violence or starvation, that 

theirs are bodies given over to nothing, or to brutality, or to no sustenance […] It would 

be difficult, if not impossible, to understand how humans suffer from oppression without 

seeing how this primary condition is exploited and exploitable, thwarted and denied. The 

condition of primary vulnerability, of being given over to the touch of the other, even if 

there is no other there, and no support for our lives, signifies a primary helplessness and 

need, one to which any society must attend (Butler 2004, p. 31). 

With this in mind, let’s return to Karlita, where she was left in the previous section 

of this chapter moments after discovering that she is Isabel’s “unwanted” child. 

What does it mean for her to be that life who is unwelcomed into the world? What 
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does it mean for her to find that out? How does anyone respond to such a 

discovery? How did she? And what are the implications of her discovery for “us”? 

After finding out the truth about her origin she ran away, getting lost in a dark, 

cold and foggy night in the middle of the Andes. The next morning: 

INT. SMALL CAVE – DAWN      157 

 
KARLITA lies on the Cave’s floor, in fetal position 
and covered with a very dirty and wet blanket. Two 
arms wearing a thick black coat lift the child and 
take her out of the cave. Karlita’s body is very 
pale and her lips extremely blue. A dirty Foxie is 
left behind on the Cave’s floor. ISABEL, dressed in 
black, with silent tears crossing down her face, 
walks slowly across the meadows. While she walks, 
she keeps Karlita as close to her chest as 
possible. Feeling the warmth, Karlita wakes up from 
her lethargy. 

 
 

ISABEL 
(with 
an 
unfo
rese
en 
tend
erne
ss) 

My little girl! I am so sorry. 
 

KARLITA 
(v

ery 
weak) 
I am 
so 
hungry
. 
Can I have pancakes for 
breakfast, please? 

 

ISABEL 
(can’t contain 

the tears) Sure you 
can! 

 
KARLITA 

Aunt Isabel, can I 
not be your daughter, 
please? 

 
As they walk, the drawing Karlita made for Alice, 
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showing the river, the bridge and the Pirate’s cave 
falls down from Isabel’s pocket. 

 

ISABEL 
You can be whoever 
you want, Karlita. 

 
Karlita is satisfied. Nearby, there is a real wild 
hare, very much like Foxie. The hare runs as they 
walk. 

 
KARLITA 

(
yawn
ing) 
Aunt 
Isab
el.. 

 
ISABEL 

Karlita... 
 

KARLITA 
Foxie is racing us back home! 

 
Isabel looks back. Karlita puts her head on 
Isabel’s chest and falls sleep. Isabel start’s 
singing Gabriela Mistral’s song.63 

In the possible world of the screenplay; the confrontation with the truth, Karlita’s 

escape and overnight disappearance provoked changes in both Isabel and 

Karlita. While Isabel softened and confirmed that she not only takes care of 

Karlita, but that she cared for her, Karlita chose not to be Isabel’s (“unwanted”) 

daughter, but her (wanted) niece. In a sense, the changes that took place in both 

characters seem to go in opposite directions, but this might not be the case. 

Isabel accurately explains what she realized with Karlita’s brief disappearance in 

a line of dialogue included in scene 164 of the screenplay, where she says, “You 

see, you were wrong all along. I didn’t want her, but I do love her.”64 The meaning 

of this line, said by Isabel to Marcia, does not imply the acceptance of the 

institution of motherhood that was imposed over Isabel against her will, but it is a 

recognition of Karlita’s selfhood as a being-after-birth (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 

2014, p. 86) and a legitimate and willing relationship established with her.   

                                                            
63 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 157.  
64 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 164 (fragment).  
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On the other hand, Karlita’s polite request not to be Isabel’s daughter is a 

declaration of intention, and a reaffirmation of her agency of being. This 

declaration reveals Karlita as a life of pure possibility (Cavarero 2014), and the 

“complete power, even bliss” (Deleuze 2012) of a “child who has been born unto 

us” (Arendt 1998). But this child is “Of woman born” (Rich 1986) and therefore, is 

a “life-to-be-mothered” (Ruddick 1995, p. 51).   

5.3. Life-to-be-mothered 

Generally, since no life can survive without mothering, the defining hope of birth is to 

create a life-to-be-mothered (Ruddick 1995, p. 51) 

Sara Ruddick, in her book “Maternal Thinking. Toward of Politics of Peace,” 

makes a distinction between “birthing labor” and mothering. For Ruddick, “birthing 

labor” includes “everything a woman does” (not necessarily voluntarily, we may 

add) with regards to protection and maintenance of her (zygote, embryo and) 

fetus during pregnancy. According to Ruddick, this part of the reproductive work 

concludes in the defining event of giving birth (Ruddick 1995, p. 50). With regards 

to her interpretation of the newborn and the relationship between birth and 

mothering, Ruddick contends that: “[a]n infant is born into a social context and 

therefore into a past. Yet an infant is also a beginning. To give birth is to create a 

new life. Mothering is a sustained response to the promise embedded in that 

creation” (Ruddick 1995, p. 49).  

As discussed in Chapter Two, when reflecting on the distinction between 

motherhood and mothering, I understand the former in the constituted form of the 

term. This follows Ruddick’s connotation of a predefined and normative 

patriarchal institution that can contribute to women’s oppression. And the latter, 

in the constituting form of the term, as a verb, a relational practice. Thus, I use in 

this dissertation a notion of mothering, aligned with a “Matricentric Feminist” 

perspective, as “female defined and centered and potentially empowering to 

women” (O'Reilly 2016, 15-16). 
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Mothering could be understood, then, as a practice, an embodied experience that 

combines willingly taking care of and caring for a child or children. Mothering 

could be considered a form of responding to what Judith Butler terms the 

condition of primary vulnerability65 of those bodies given over to the world. This 

vulnerability is primary, for it is most evident (and hardly deniable) during the early 

years of life, when the survival of an “I” who is not “I” yet depends on “others.” 

This suggests a relational ontology that precedes and exceeds any claim of 

autonomy and individualism (Butler 2004, p. 31).  

In Precarious Life: the Powers of Mourning and Violence, “relational” is a word 

that Butler uses, but considers insufficient to designate the core characteristics 

of this relation with the other. This relation, according to Butler is constituted by 

the importance of "the other," “myself” and "the tie” that bonds us (Butler 2004, p. 

22). Butler asserts: “Despite my affinity for the term relationality, we may need 

other language to approach the issue that concerns us, a way of thinking about 

how we are not only constituted by our relations but also dispossessed by them 

as well” (Butler 2004, p. 24).  

In a sense, the relationship between Isabel and Karlita (the task-based care 

provided by the former as the child’s biological mother) did not correspond to that 

sort of relationality for which the word itself is insufficient, as Butler notes. It didn’t 

because, if there was any “tie” that characterized Isabel and Karlita’s relation, it 

was imposed over and experienced by (at least one of) them as something closer 

to bondage than to bonding. By the end of the story, of course, things have 

changed for both characters, since their mode of interaction is clarified by the 

mutual acceptance of a kind of relationship that they want to have; the aunt-niece 

dynamic.  

To continue our reflection, as discussed in the previous section of this chapter, 

Adriana Cavarero reflects on the disappearance of the figure of the mother from 

Hannah Arendt’s theoretical construction around the notion of birth. Cavarero 

contends that such absence transforms, in a scene of complete dependency, 

                                                            
65 Judith Butler, Precarious Life, 2004, P. 31.  
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what is actually “a theater of interdependency and mutual appearance” (Cavarero 

2014, p. 19). Cavarero includes in her theoretical elaboration about the birth in 

Arendt, Judith Butler’s work on the precariousness of life and Hans Jonas 

interpretation of Arendt’s scene of birth, as explained in the “The Imperative of 

Responsibility” (Jonas 1984). In Jonas’ description of the scene, Cavarero notes 

that besides the child there is another protagonist “who is called upon to respond 

to the new creature.” But for Cavarero, this response from the mother or “whoever 

takes her place,” goes beyond the “duty call” Jonas seems to stablish; taking 

distance from the “vertical line in the Cartesian diagram of duty” (Cavarero 2014, 

p. 27) represented in the figure of an Adam. Cavarero asserts that, “the maternal 

inclination [is] a good starting point for rethinking the ontology of the vulnerable, 

and its constitutive relationality” (Cavarero 2014, p. 28).  

From a “Matricentric Feminist” perspective, Andrea O’Reilly reflects upon the fact 

that, in most cultures, it is the mother who is expected, permanently and almost 

exclusively, to provide this response to the child’s needs. As a “duty call” that falls 

upon the shoulders of the (biological) mother, she is supposed to perform socially 

acceptable (yet undervalued) work that not only fulfils the necessities of children, 

but meets others’ expectations with regards to those necessities. With regards to 

those needs, as mentioned before, O’Reilly contends that: “Children need love 

and care, but it is culture, not children, that demands that the mother be the one 

to provide this to them” (O'Reilly 2016, p. 18). 

In spite of the fact that mothers are mostly presumed to be women, and often 

birth-givers of the children they mother, for Sara Ruddick, any person who 

assumes the responsibilities of a child’s life and provides care to nurture and 

preserve that life can be considered a mother to the extent that he or she is 

performing maternal work (Ruddick 1995, p. 17). Yet, with regards to the uneven 

distribution of childrearing responsibilities, Ruddick contends: “although men can 

be mothers, and although many women now refuse maternal work and many 

more would do so if they could without penalty, in most cultures the womanly and 

maternal are conceptually and political linked” (Ruddick 1995, p. 41). 
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Ruddick contends that men and women can be mothers, based on a 

characteristic she attributes to maternal practice that is most interesting to our 

analysis. For Ruddick, “all mothers are ‘adoptive’” (Ruddick 1995, p. 51). “To 

adopt,” writes Ruddick:  

is to commit oneself to protecting, nurturing, and training particular children. Even the 

most passionately loving birth giver engages in a social, adoptive act when she commits 

herself to sustain an infant in the world. […] The defining hope of birth is to create a life-

to-be-mothered. (Ruddick 1995, p. 51)  

If we bring back Judith Butler, Hannah Arendt, Adriana Cavarero and Chiara 

Bottici to this point of our discussion, we could say that, in the defining event of 

birth, that constitutes the point of departure for beings-after-birth, the appearance 

of a new life amongst others, requires someone to “adopt” that life, that child. To 

“adopt,” for Ruddick, means, to commit to that child’s sustenance and nurturing, 

creating a tie that opens space for a mutually affecting constitutive relationality 

(Cavarero 2014, p. 78). Or as Luce Irigaray writes in Sharing in the Maternal 

World: a “’between’ that links together the mother and the child, the child and the 

mother” (Irigaray 2008, p. 115).  

In the screenplay, Karlita has renounced to be Isabel’s secret “unwanted” 

daughter, choosing instead to become her niece. Karlita chose, for she is a child, 

a life-to-be-mothered who, towards the script’s conclusion, chooses to be 

mothered by the person who also chose her. Marcia; Karlita’s beloved “Auntie 

Marcia,” who throughout the screenplay showed a deep (albeit carefree) affection 

for the child, in a final gesture, she inclines towards her. 

“EXT. PARIS VIEW / PLAYGROUND IN ANDEAN TOWN - DAY 170 

 
KARLITA (with longer hair) and MARCIA (dressed in 
style) pose for the picture, standing next to the 
Eiffel Tower and holding (together) one perfect 
croissant. A gorgeous sky behind the tower. The 
camera countdown. 

 
MARCIA 

(smiling, and 
faking a very 
bad French 
accent) 
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Karlita, say “fromache” 
 

KARLITA 
(smiling and 
with a very 
good French 
accent) 

Fromage! 
 

The countdown ends and the camera releases the 
flash. Marcia and Karlita cheer out of joy. 

 
KARLITA (CONT’D) 

Do you think it worked? 
 

MARCIA 
(victory singing) 

I hope so! So much 
excitement makes me 
hungry. 

 
Karlita starts doing cartwheels. Marcia bites the 
perfect croissant and walks towards the camera. As 
Marcia approaches the camera, her proportion with 
respect to the tower changes dramatically. A huge 
Marcia reaches the small Eiffel Tower Souvenir 
(from her collection) that has been placed really 
close to the camera to create the Parisian 
illusion. 

 
They are in an old playground, at the end of the 
street of Karlita’s Primary School, the only school 
in the small town amongst the Andes highlands where 
they live now. Karlita’s schoolbag lies on the 
floor, next to the camera. 

 
MARCIA (CONT’D) 

...and that’s a wrap! 
 
 

Karlita picks up her bag, Marcia picks up the small 
Eiffel Tower Souvenir, finishes eating her gorgeous 
croissant, picks up the Polaroid camera, and waits for 
the image to appear in the picture. 

 

MARCIA (CONT’D) 

Perfect! 

 
KARLITA 

Can I see? Yey! Where are we 
going to put it, Auntie 
Marcia? 

 
They start walking towards the school, as many other 
children with their parents and caregivers (mostly 
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women) do. 
 

MARCIA 
In the piggy bank where we 
save for the journey. Wishful 
thinking, you know? 

 
KARLITA 

Like, hope... 
 

MARCIA 
Yes, like hope. 

 
KARLITA 

(stops and 
looks at 
Marcia) 

And when are we going to 
have enough to go there? 

 
MARCIA 

(stops, silent for a few 
seconds) 

Well, the way we are going, in 
a couple of decades, Lady Bug. 

 
KARLITA 

Just two? 
 

MARCIA 
(smil

es) Just 
two! 

 

KARLITA 
Yay! 

 

Marcia bends over towards Karlita, cleans up some dirt 
from her cheek and kisses her forehead.”66 

 

FADE OUT. 
 
 

  

                                                            
66 Maria Teresa Galarza, “The Ladies Room,“ 2017, Scene 170. 
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Conclusion: Dissenting fiction re-righting law  

“Dissenting fiction re-righting law” is a creative practice as research project where 

the practice of fiction screenplay writing interrogates law and public policy with 

regards to women’s rights. Through the feature film screenplay; “The Ladies 

Room,” my dissenting opinion proposed what Rancière terms a political 

argumentation (Rancière 2010, p. 38) about reproductive justice in Ecuador. By 

setting “The Ladies Room” story on legal grounds, fiction became a mode of 

litigation, to contest the instituted biopolitical power of criminal law. This also 

challenges the constituted patriarchal power behind the Ecuadorian Constitution, 

and the regional human rights instruments that disenfranchises women. In this 

process, I endeavour to re-right those fundamental laws. In the possible world the 

screenplay creates, the four female characters are finally able to reclaim their 

lives (relentlessly attached to their bodies) as their actions and interactions 

configure the story. 

In the context of the creative component, the practice of fiction screenplay writing 

constituted a permanent process of understanding the issues of reproductive 

justice the research deals with. I translated my understanding of these issues into 

an explanation, that allows others and myself to gain understanding of the story. 

This moves beyond “what it says to what it talks about,” (Ricoeur, From text to 

action 2008, p. 160) as proper to the dialectical relationship between 

understanding and explanation, that Paul Ricoeur suggests (Ricoeur, From text 

to action 2008, p. 138).  

Through writing and rewriting “The Ladies Room” screenplay, fiction’s power to 

reframe reality allowed me to see a possible world that constituted a version of 

Ecuador I had never seen before. Since the screenplay is set on legal grounds, 

“The Ladies Room” is not the first, nor the only text that projects this version of 

my country. Yet, “the heuristic force of fiction” (Ricoeur, From text to action 2008, 

p. 170-171) detonated through my practice of writing the screenplay, provided me 

with the opportunity to approach and understand the depth and complexity of the 

rhetoric of law. Then, it allowed me to see and describe the possible world 
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projected by the legal texts and, finally, it enabled me to re-describe that world, 

proposing a new dimension of that reality, as Ricoeur67 explains in “From text to 

action.”  

In the first chapter of the dissertation, I explained the legal grounds for setting 

“The Ladies Room” story in Ecuador and Latin America. In order to do this, I 

analysed the Ecuadorian constitutional and legal framework that, by recognizing 

the “right to life” from the time of conception, disenfranchises women. I explained 

how this extended interpretation of the “right to life,” when permeating Ecuadorian 

criminal law, denies women’s reproductive rights and limits access to appropriate 

and possibly life-saving health services. The first chapter also proposed a 

trajectory of the “right to life” through various international human rights 

instruments, and explained how the regional human rights instrument (binding for 

its signatory Latin American countries) introduced this broad interpretation of the 

“right to life” from the time of conception into the Latin American constitutional 

landscape. I concluded that the regional human rights framework, translated into 

national constitutions and legislations, infringes women’s fundamental rights 

recognized in global human rights instruments. This infringement was made 

evident by the fact that four of the five countries worldwide68  that totally ban 

abortion, even if it is the only possible means to save a woman’s life, are in Latin 

America. Finally, I suggested an understanding of the lack of access to safe 

abortion procedures as a problem of social justice that contributes to the 

configuration of a regional ecosystem of violence against women, and that 

violence can be constitutionally legitimized, as happens in the Ecuadorian case.  

In terms of storytelling, the characters Isabel, Marcia, Alice, and Karlita constitute 

forms of individuation that allow me to foreground the issues the research 

addresses. They (re)present the lives of women and children, lived in contexts of 

abandonment and secrecy, and performed in the scenario of a particular family 

an isolated house. For the purpose of my analysis, I approach this house from a 

shifting biopolitical perspective that transits across different forms of power over 

                                                            
67 Italics are mine.  
68 Full members of the United Nations. 
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life; finding its most fatidic version in Giorgio Agamben’s notion of thanato-political 

(Agamben, Homo sacer 1998, p. 122). This theory moves towards an affirmative 

biopolitics of power of life, illustrated by the idea of birth established as the point 

of departure of beings-after-birth, (Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014, p. 69) and 

articulated around Chiara Bottici’s notion of geneapolitics (Bottici, Rethinking the 

Biopolitical Turn 2015, p. 176). 

The second chapter is the first character-driven one the text offers and 

foregrounds Isabel; the gatekeeper of the Ladies Room who was forced by her 

sister Marcia to carry her own unwanted pregnancy to delivery. I investigated the 

possibilities of mothering, in the context of coercive motherhood. Reflecting on 

the interactions between Isabel and Karlita (her biological daughter), and 

including in my analysis of Marcia’s expectations with regards to Isabel’s imposed 

maternal obligations, I concluded that for this woman who was denied the right to 

make her own choices about her own body and life it is not possible to mother a 

child she did not choose to have. It is impossible for Isabel to mother Karlita, since 

the normative patriarchal institution of motherhood, in the constituted form of the 

term, was imposed on her by her sister Marcia in accordance with Ecuadorian 

law. That imposition is constantly renewed by Marcia’s policing mechanisms, and 

her incessant demands with respects to the quality of the care Isabel provides to 

Karlita.  

Standing next to Isabel, forced into motherhood, for whom the possibility of an 

empowering practice of mothering is not available, I attempt to understand 

women’s reproduction in relation to the notions of “potentiality to” and “potentiality 

not to” that would configure a capacity that can be (not) exercised. I concluded 

that for those women represented by the character of Isabel, for whom the 

possibility of having or the possibility of not having a child is not available. This is 

(arguably) a considerable percentage of Ecuadorian women, whose reproductive 

capacity has been reduced to a function, subordinated to external interests and 

powers. This redefinition of reproduction transformed it into an expression of 

external sovereignty over women’s bodies, and a dimension of absolute 

impotence for those women for whom choice is not available.  
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In the third chapter of the dissertation, Marcia’s character guided a reflection that 

assumes a biopolitical approach to analyse (coercive forms of) reproduction, in 

the context of familial politics. Since I grounded this reflection in Michel Foucault’s 

biopolitical thought, I first attempted to clarify his distinction between the 

anatomo-politics that disciplines and optimizes the body and its capabilities, and 

the biopolitics that regulates and administers the population. I then developed the 

political notion of population in order to explore the instrumental function of family 

in this new political scenario. This is followed by an examination of Foucault’s 

idea of the centrifugal force of “the over-all decisions” of power, and his reflections 

about the centripetal forces that exercise capillary disciplinarian interventions 

(Foucault, The Will to Knowledge 1978, p. 84) into a spatial circumscription. In 

the context of “The Ladies Room,” the centrifugal force of law and public policy 

makes an instrumental use of the centripetal force of the disciplining mechanisms 

within the family, to effectively inscribe the law on the flesh.  

At this point I returned to Silvia Federici’s work, articulated from the perspective 

of the historical phenomenon of the witch-hunt, wherein Federici notes that the 

disciplining of the body (Foucault’s anatomo-politics) and the regulation of the 

population (Foucault’s biopolitics) are undifferentiated when the exercise of 

power optimizes the reproductive capabilities of women’s bodies in order to 

regulate (either increase or decrease) the population, for political and (especially) 

economic purposes. A crucial part of this process of optimization was the 

establishment of a sexual division of labour. As Federici notes, around the 16th 

and 17th centuries, this devalued reproductive work, configuring a differential 

valuation between production and reproduction. At this point I combined 

Federici’s analysis with a contemporary reflection, suggested through a 

theoretical corpus of motherhood studies, about the still undervalued 

reproductive work. Maintaining its differential valuation with respects to the 

productive work, in a post-second wave feminist scenario, this has opened (in 

developed countries) a new pay gap between women with children and 

unencumbered women, broader than the pay gap between women and men. 

Today, the differential valuation between productive and reproductive work 

operates beyond the sexual division of labour. Finally, by proposing a way of 
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understanding Marcia’s constant surveillance with regards to Isabel’s childrearing 

practices, I addressed the issue of policing strategies that guarantee the quality 

of the still undervalued reproductive work.  

The reflections proposed by the fourth chapter of the dissertation revolve around 

the character of Alice, the 17 year old woman bleeding in bed inside the Ladies 

Room. The chapter presents Alice as a young woman who is in agonizing pain; 

a life in danger, who can be interpreted in terms of Gilles Deleuze’s reflections 

about “bare life” as pure immanence (Deleuze 2012). In this chapter, as in the 

screenplay, I introduce Alice while withholding information about the 

circumstances of her condition in order to circumnavigate any reflection about, or 

reaction towards her agony, and the variable of a (perceived) deservedness of 

her situation. Consistent with this intention to reduce interference, I did not give 

Alice a voice so that when the cause of her agony was revealed, she still couldn’t 

explain the circumstances that surrounded the pregnancy she terminated with 

Isabel’s help. The dissertation proposes an explanation about Alice’s 

voicelessness in terms of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s question, “Can the 

subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1994) This includes Spivak’s deliberations with 

regards to the subaltern’s capacity “to be heard.” I concluded that for those who 

consider the access to safe abortion a part of women’s reproductive rights, the 

circumstances of the terminated pregnancy wouldn’t be relevant to their analysis. 

On the other hand, for those who are radically opposed to intended abortion, the 

circumstances of the pregnancy would be equally irrelevant. In this regard, I did 

not give voice to Alice in order to directly and without nuance, confront the readers 

of the screenplay and the audience of the story with the deteriorating life of this 

young woman, bleeding to death in abandonment and isolation.  

Then I moved forward to suggest an interpretation of Alice on the horizon of 

understanding proposed by Giorgio Agamben’s theoretical proposition of the 

Homo Sacer, a life that may be killed but not sacrificed, that constitutes an 

extreme form of abandonment of “bare life” in front of the law. After tracing 

Agamben’s trajectory of this killable life back to Roman law, a life that cannot be 

a sacrificial offering for redemption, it was necessary to gender Agamben’s Homo 
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Sacer, which is deeply rooted in an ancient public law that hardly recognized 

women. Then I proposed to understand Alice as this gendered version of the 

Homo Sacer, completely abandoned to law, and ruled by a permanent exception 

that inscribes sovereign power over life. I justified this proposal by bringing the 

Ecuadorian Constitution into the discussion, and how the exercise of women’s 

reproductive rights creates an exception in the sphere of basic human rights. 

Since this constitutionally recognized exception that disenfranchises women is 

translated (in terms of the Ecuadorian criminal law) into the criminalization of 

intended abortions in Ecuador, and the policing mechanisms that force health 

professionals to report women seeking medical attention due to alleged 

complications in clandestine abortions, I concluded that, with regards to 

reproduction, Ecuadorian constitutional and criminal law establish a gender-

based thanatopolitical practice against (certain) women.  

In the last chapter of the dissertation I discuss Karlita, the six year old girl who 

lives in secret in that isolated house where “The Ladies Room” story takes place. 

Karlita is unaware that she was born by Marcia’s coercion of Isabel. Since, 

throughout the screenplay, Isabel makes it clear that the child is her “unwanted 

daughter,” the first section of the fifth chapter engaged with the notion of the 

“unwanted child.” In this chapter, I propose an understanding of the notion of 

“unwanted child” uniquely from an intersubjective perspective, wherein the child 

is “unwanted” in regards to someone (and, in the context of “The Ladies Room,” 

with regards to Isabel, forced into motherhood). But beyond this intimate and 

intersubjective dimension (that may take place only if, after birth, the biological 

mother feels with respects to the child similar rejection to the one she felt with 

respects to her pregnancy) the “unwanted” child is a child, a life, inaugurated by 

birth, that Adriana Cavarero considers an “event of pure possibility.” Karlita is, 

therefore, a “being-after-birth,” in Chiara Bottici’s terms, yet she experiences the 

“unwanted-ness” of her circumstances, since her biological mother who rejects 

her, is, according to the Ecuadorian law, her primary caregiver. At this stage, I 

brought back into this reflection the Ecuadorian statistics regarding the planning 

status and outcomes of pregnancies and births to suggest that 1 in every 6 

children, being raised by Ecuadorian women, are the result of those unwanted 
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pregnancies. I concluded that the conditions of care and well-being of those 

children, fully guaranteed in a constitutional and legal landscape that aims to 

protect life from the moment of conception, are not guaranteed in practice, after 

birth, for their care (until the age of 12) is an obligation legally imposed on those 

women for whom the children’s presence could be constant reminders of the 

infringement of their own rights. This reflection highlighted the necessity to rethink 

life beyond natality and from the perspective of birth, exploring the conditions and 

possibilities of a politics of life that does not disappear into the fatalist scenario of 

a politics over life. I concluded that beings-after-birth would be required, in order 

to articulate this politics of life that Chiara Bottici’s terms geneapolitics. 

When recognizing the defining role of birth, as the beginning of a journey that we 

do not start in isolation, it was possible to reorientate our reflection into what 

Adriana Cavarero terms “constitutive relationality;” when analyzing natality in 

Hannah Arendt’s assertion, “A child who has been born unto us,” through the 

prism of Judith Butler’s reflections on the precariousness of life. For Cavarero, 

this “constitutive relationality” suggests, as the primary human experience of life, 

a scene of vulnerability and interdependence, wherein the mother inclines 

towards the child. At this point in my deliberations, I returned to Gilles Deleuze’s 

ideas about pure immanence as a life, pure power and even bliss, in order to 

focus my attention on the two examples (besides himself and his wound) Deleuze 

offers to illustrate his thoughts: “bare life” in the form of the ”homo tantum” who is 

dying, and small children. Deleuze recognizes the virtuals that constitute this 

“pure power,” but also suggests vulnerability, care and a connection that could 

be a form of the “constitutive relationality” Cavarero notes. I concluded that in the 

possible world of “The Ladies Room” screenplay, Karlita is a “being-after-birth,” 

(Bottici, Imaginal Politics 2014) a life, pure possibility, (Cavarero 2014) the 

“complete power, even bliss” (Deleuze 2012) of a “child who has been born unto 

us” (Arendt 1998, p. 247). But this child is “Of woman born,” (Rich 1986) and 

therefore, is a “life-to-be-mothered” (Ruddick 1995, p. 51). The end of my 

reflection brings me back to the practice and politics of mothering a child that, in 

the possible world of “The Ladies Room” screenplay, is represented in Marcia’s 

final action, her inclination towards Karlita.  
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