




 215

Map 5.22: Transgender Subgroup – Urban Journeys through Central Bogotá 
 

 
Map 5.22 visualizes the intersection and overlapping trajectories of the ten 

transgender research actors’ urban journeys throughout central Bogotá.  Five trans-girls 

marked spaces on the Chapinero map, four of whom marked more than one spatial 

variable.  This is also reflected in the overlapping trajectories starting in Santa Fé and 

taking Caracas Avenue north towards Chapinero (refer to Map 1.2 for study site 

locations).  Fran’s general map illustrates this trend in trans-girls’ journeys through the 

city (refer to Map 5.23).   
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Map 5.23: Transgender Subgroup – Urban Journeys to Chapinero 
 

 
Another means of tracing street girls’ urban journeys was through roving focus 

groups (Phase V; see chapter one). The roving focus groups also provided a perspective 

of how the Transgender subgroups’ mobilities are limited to only three blocks of the zone 

of tolerance.  Roving focus groups were conducted in Santa Fé with groups of 4-5 girls 

from each subgroup (Mariposa, Mariposa/‘L,’ Transgender) and the results and paths 

were notably different.  The Transgender subgroup circled around three blocks of the city 

including the brothels along Caracas Avenue, the discotecas on 16th Avenue and passing 

El Hueco (a drug hole) on 20th Street.  The Mariposa/‘L’ group, on the other hand, toured 
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all of Santa Fé, entered the brothel where one of the girls in the group lived, and ended 

the focus group in Santa Fé’s park.  During the roving focus group with the Mariposa 

group, our path ended inside a strip joint and drinking beer with clients in two different 

brothels.  All roving focus groups were video recorded by the girl leading each tour and 

are interesting to watch as they provide a live vision of the city through her eyes and the 

ability to take note of what places and people catch her attention.  

Conclusion 

Building on the descriptive text illustrating the socio-spatial reality of the five 

study sites in the introduction, this chapter has returned to the study sites, visualizing how 

the city’s central areas have changed or are currently being transformed by urban 

improvement efforts.  These transformations in urban space were illustrated through auto-

photographs (demonstrating what street girls see in these spaces), interview and 

participatory writing workshop text, lyrics from an artistic action component of the 

YPAR project, and through street girls’ cartographic vision and perceptions of the city (as 

shown through their symbols and demonstrated in aggregate maps visualizing their 

activities and presence in each study site).  This street girl vision and street corner 

cartography of five zones in the center of Bogotá have enabled the YPAR team to capture 

these places in time before the socio-spatial elements that constitute street girls’ worlds in 

each site are lost forever through urban renewal.  Street girls’ voices have been 

prioritized and carefully represented through this dissertation.  Chapter five, in particular, 

has enabled street girls to express their opinions about urban renewal and provide 

testimonies about the everyday lives and geographies of those displaced as a result of this 

exclusionary process purging the city of deviant people and places.  
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VI. Conclusion 

Through the voices and vision of the thirty-three street girls that participated in 

the six- phase, eighteen-month youth-based participatory action research (YPAR) project 

presented in chapters one through five, this doctoral dissertation destabilizes dominant 

representations of Colombia in general and Bogotá in particular by introducing new 

actors and social dilemmas often silenced by the focus on the armed conflict and narco-

trafficking.  My dissertation describes the multiple methods that were collaboratively 

constructed and employed by the YPAR team in order to ethically and accurately enter 

the social and spatial worlds of street girls.   

The findings suggest that doing research with marginalized youth populations 

requires the researcher to use vulnerable, reflexive, collaborative and participatory 

methodologies in order to ethically re-present street girls’ lives and experiences of the 

‘urban everyday.’  My conclusions begin with two main conceptual tools used throughout 

the dissertation to re-present the everyday social and spatial worlds, realities, and 

experiences of street girls in the city.   

Through this dissertation, I have demonstrated how the integration of 

ethnographic and cartographic methodological approaches provides entry points into the 

social and spatial worlds of street girls in the city.  I argue that the use of cartographic 

and ethnographic praxis in empowering, participatory ways enables critical children’s 

geographers to explore the interconnection between young people’s lives and urban 

places in Latin American cities and, in the case of my dissertation, re-present Bogotá, 

Colombia through marginalized young people’s voices and visions of their everyday 

socio-spatial realities.  In order to mobilize street girls’ voices and visions of the city, my 
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dissertation has demonstrated the importance of developing the research design within a 

YPAR framework in which the research process is driven by young people and research 

relations are derived from notions of interconnection, empathy, mutual familiarity, and 

social responsibility.  Rather than objectifying young people as research subjects, this 

dissertation research places street girls at the forefront of research planning and action 

thus identifying them as research actors and aiming to diminish the social field 

traditionally fashioning hierarchies in the research process.  

Mobilizing the Voices and Vision of Street Girls  

 In all five chapters of this dissertation, street girls’ voices were woven throughout 

the text allowing them to re-present their diverse social and spatial experiences in the 

city.  Beginning with study-site descriptions in chapter one drawing from participatory 

writing workshop and exploratory interview excerpts, street girls introduced the reader to 

the five official study sites by placing themselves within the social and spatial reality of 

the city.  Through participatory writing workshops organized upon completion of the 

formal data collection period, research actors were directly involved in the academic 

writing and data analysis process enabling street girls to select excerpts for inclusion 

(thus textually re-presenting themselves), engage analytically with information they 

produced, and weave the complexity of their identities throughout the text.  In chapters 

one, two and five, for example, street girls re-frame dominant representations of violence, 

displacement, secuestro (kidnappings), and desaparecidos (disappearances) as typically 

conceived in the broader context of Colombia.  Biscocho and Blue’s narratives in the 

introduction reveal the nuances wrapped up in conceptions of human trafficking, 

victimization of female youth, and kidnappings in Colombia as they express both fear of 
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and indifference to drug-traffickers and campesino (farming) communities revolving 

around coca plant cultivation.  In chapter two,  El Cilencio, Sentimientos Ocultos and El 

Guapo’s narratives present violence not in terms of the Colombian conflict and the 

infamous period in the 20th century known as La Violencia but rather from their personal 

experiences and feelings surrounding violence in the city and how violence affects their 

daily lives.  Additionally, conceptions of desplazamiento (displacement), as formally 

referring to internally displaced peoples (IDPs), and desaparecidos (‘disappeared’ 

peoples), as referring to those who are kidnapped, are challenged by narratives presented 

by Satanás in chapter five as she refers to forced urban displacement because of urban 

renewal projects (rather than displacement resulting from the armed conflict in rural areas 

as typically constructed in Colombia).  

 In order to move beyond popular conceptions of Colombia as a country 

characterized solely by war and drugs, I have argued for the incorporation of street girls’ 

voices allowing other important actors to emerge and re-present their everyday lives and 

microgeographies within the broader context of civil strife and conflict in Colombia.  An 

important methodological contribution, therefore, demonstrated throughout this 

dissertation is my suggestion to move beyond dualisms forging distance, imposing 

positionalities and roles, and pre-defining social relations between ‘researcher’ and 

‘participant’ before they are developed in the field.  I argue instead that research relations 

should be constructed in terms of collaboration and collective work amongst members of 

a research team, the cohesion and efficacy of which is based on the principle of 

interconnection underpinning YPAR and an ethics of care.   
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 I have also argued that giving a voice to the voiceless, often-cited in theory as an 

empowering and even emancipatory approach to overcoming the crisis of representation 

in the human sciences, is not enough.  Research teams, therefore, need to develop 

mechanisms that can be operationalized in field praxis to incorporate young people as 

research actors not merely voices represented in academic discourse by adults.  Young 

people should be involved in every stage of the research process, not just when the 

researcher determines they are needed.   

 As a contribution to the subfield of children’s geographies, I argue that a shift 

must take place both in academic discourse and action in fieldwork.  Incorporating youth 

as research actors requires us to recognize young people as not only competent 

researchers but, more importantly, as the driving force, the principal team members, and 

those most capable of guiding children’s geographers through the spatial world of urban 

youth.  I suggest that academic and human subjects protection discourse is researcher-

driven thus leaving out formal considerations of collaborative research relations.  The call 

in children’s geographies to ‘give a voice to young people’ and give them control over 

the research process still implies that it is the researcher giving young people this power 

and privilege.  In order to change this imbalanced power dynamic between adult 

researchers and youth participants is to change the way we see and speak with and about 

participants.  Instead of referring to young people as participants of a research study, I 

suggest using the term research actor in order to diminish the social distance between 

each person touched by the research process and each member of the YPAR team.  I also 

suggest that a YPAR approach creates a social space in which research actors feel 

comfortable interacting and collaborating in order to build a research process meaningful 
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to the community (rather than driven by the academic requirements of the researcher).  In 

addition to the principles of collective work of multiple research actors used to form the 

YPAR team and create research relations based on mutuality and interconnection, the 

polyvocality and inclusion of street girls’ voices and texts in my dissertation 

operationalizes these key elements of YPAR in the academic writing process.   

 The polyvocal and intersubjective approach to knowledge construction involving 

the collaboration of multiple research actors is not limited to textual or ethnographic 

methods.  As demonstrated in chapter five, re-presentations of the lives of marginalized, 

excluded populations are brought to life through visual methods grounded in a reflexive, 

participatory and multi-layered youth vision of urban space.  Combining this polyvocal, 

intersubjective approach to knowledge construction with visual methods enabled the 

YPAR team to re-present the socio-spatial lives of street girls using the vision and voices 

of the excluded as its point of departure, rather than excluding street girls from this 

process of representation and knowledge production following data collection.  

 Through the development of participatory mapping methods, the YPAR team 

produced new ways of envisioning the city through cartographic and photographed 

representations of street girls’ experience of place.  By transferring cartographic power to 

marginalized urban youth, this grounded view of the city inverts the gaze from bird’s eye 

to street corner, from adultist to youth, from hetero-masculinist to a multiplex-girl vision 

of urban space.  The maps produced through feminist visualization techniques thus 

enable street girls to re-script and reclaim their place in the city.   
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The Right to the City 

 In addition to placing street girls as important actors in research design and 

operationalization, this action component of this YPAR project placed street girls as 

important actors in urban planning by making them visible in institutional, academic and 

public spaces where they were previously invisible and voiceless.  In chapter five, the 

YPAR team participation in urban planning seminars and other activist events in Bogotá, 

as well as artistic products from the Hip-Hop for Change project, demonstrates the 

manner in which street girls reclaimed their city on paper and in practice; through maps, 

photographs and textual expression of their everyday exclusion in Bogotá followed by 

activism to fight against the changes occurring in the city that are affecting their lives and 

mobility.   

 As substantiated through ethnographic, photographed and cartographic data 

presented in chapters four and five, my dissertation has illustrated the manner in which 

street girls’ everyday geographies and social experiences of exclusion intersect with 

official and unofficial urban improvement efforts to clean up Bogotá by purging the city 

center of deviant populations and spaces.   

Nine mapping categories were collaboratively selected by the YPAR team in 

order to collect spatial data about street girls’ activity spaces and perceptions of places in 

the five study sites.  As visualized in the cartographic images in chapter five, street girls’ 

activity spaces clearly intersect with urban renewal projects in the center of Bogotá and 

exploratory, mapping, and place-perceptions interview excerpts as well as participatory 

writing workshop excerpts demonstrate how street girls’ lives have been affected by these 

changes in the city.  Street girls’ descriptions of ‘public,’ ‘private,’ ‘exclusion,’ ‘home’ 
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and other spaces demonstrate that these dichotomous categories used to make sense of 

urban space are insufficient when revealing street girls’ complex vision of Bogotá.   

 Street girls’ selection of auto-photographic images, especially those in chapter 

five, provide another window into the place-world of street girls as seen through their 

eyes and visually document places in the city that will be or have already been 

transformed or eliminated by urban renewal projects.  Through the camera lens, street 

girls visualize the multiple meanings of urban space and bring the city to life as they see 

and experience it.  Through the combination of visual and textual methods advanced in 

this dissertation, street girls identify and re-claim spaces important to them in the city.  

Based on this information, the YPAR team developed action-research events in order to 

enable street girls to assert their right to remain in those spaces and express their opinions 

about urban renewal projects that will permanently change the face of their central 

activity spaces.   
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