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Abstract

Gender and science studies in Latin America have questioned the unequal structures of the scientific field in the region 
using as analytical pivot a particular and homogeneous idea of women scientist as opposed to men scientist. From these 
analytical approaches aspects such as ethnicity, race and sexuality, which are central to the shaping of the feminine condition 
as something marginal to the scientific field, have become invisible. In this study we focus on the case of Colombian women 
scientist whit non-normative gender positions shaped by experiences of racialization such as being black or indigenous, or 
experiences of minoritization in relation to their sexuality such as being lesbian, with the purpose of analyzing their narratives 
of self-positioning in relation to the Colombian national system of science and technology. Methodologically these narratives 
were collected through ethnographic interviews to 19 women scientists from different regions of the country. The results 
reveal that science and technology fields are gendered in ambiguous ways. The study concludes that these women scientists 
see themselves as marginal to the structure of prestige that characterizes the system; but they also position their work by 
acknowledging that their minority marks reshape the scientific ethos through a particular ethics of care.
Key words: women scientists, ethnicity, race, sexuality, care, significant bounderlands

SITUANDO A CIENTÍFICAS CON POSICIONES DE GÉNERO NO NORMATIVAS  
EN EL SISTEMA NACIONAL DE CIENCIA Y TECNOLOGÍA COLOMBIANO

Resumen

Los estudios de género y ciencia en América Latina han cuestionado las estructuras inequitativas del campo científico tomando 
como principal eje de análisis una cierta idea homogénea de las mujeres científicas en oposición a sus colegas varones. Desde 
estas lecturas se han vuelto invisibles cuestiones étnico-raciales y de sexualidad que también configuran el lugar marginal de 
lo femenino en la ciencia. El estudio se centró en el caso de científicas colombianas con posiciones de género no normativas, 
particularmente marcadas por experiencias de racialización, como el ser negras o indígenas, o por experiencias de minorización 
en relación con su sexualidad, como el ser lesbianas, con el propósito de analizar sus narrativas de auto-posicionamiento 
frente al sistema colombiano de ciencia y tecnología por parte de estas científicas. Metodológicamente, estas narrativas 
fueron recogidas a través de entrevistas de carácter etnográfico a 19 científicas en diferentes regiones del país. Los resultados 
obtenidos revelan que el campo científico está atravesado por el género, de manera ambigua. El estudio concluye que estas 
científicas se perciben al margen de la estructura de prestigio que caracteriza al sistema de ciencia, pero también posicionan su 
trabajo reconociendo que sus marcas minoritarias reconfiguran el ethos científico a través de una ética del cuidado particular.
Palabras clave: mujeres científicas, etnia, raza, sexualidad, cuidado, fronteras significativas.
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SITUANDO CIENTISTAS COM POSIÇÕES DE GÊNERO NÃO NORMATIVAS  
NO SISTEMA NACIONAL DE CIÊNCIA E TECNOLOGIA COLOMBIANO

Resumo

Os estudos de gênero e ciência na América Latina questionaram as estruturas desiguais do campo científico tomando como 
principal eixo de análise uma certa ideia homogênea das mulheres cientistas em oposição a seus colegas homens. Desde 
estas leituras permaneceram invisíveis questões étnico-raciais e de sexualidade que também configuram o lugar marginal 
do feminino na ciência. O estudo centrou-se no caso das cientistas colombianas com posições de gênero não normativas, 
particularmente marcadas por experiências raciais, como a de ser negras ou indígenas, ou pelas experiências de minoria com 
respeito à sua sexualidade, como ser lésbicas, com o propósito de analisar suas narrativas de autoposicionamento diante do 
sistema colombiano de ciência e tecnologia por parte destas cientistas. Metodologicamente, estas narrativas foram coletadas 
através de entrevistas de caráter etnográfico a 19 cientistas em diferentes regiões do país. Os resultados obtidos revelam que 
o campo científico está atravessado pelo gênero, de maneira ambígua. O estudo conclui que estas cientistas se percebem à 
margem da estrutura de prestígio que caracteriza o sistema de ciência, mas também posicionam seu trabalho reconhecendo que 
suas marcas minoritárias reconfiguram o ethos científico através de uma ética do cuidado particular.
Palavras chave: mulheres cientistas, etnia, raça, sexualidade, cuidado, fronteiras significativas.

INTRODUCTION

It’s been thirty years already since feminist studies were 
discussing the mechanisms through which science and 
technology fields are shaped by gender (Fox-Keller, 1985; 
Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1986; Schiebinger, 1999). One of 
the main findings of these studies is that the production of 
scientific knowledge is marked by androcentric norms and 
values, which privilege the establishment of an ethos based 
on competitiveness, emotional detachment and universality, 
among other things (Rhoton, 2011). Following Haraway 
(2004), we understand that these gendered norms are crosscut 
by race, class and sexual orientation, and so are anchored 
to a certain hegemonic representation of masculinity, par-
ticularly one that emerged in the seventeenth century with 
the origins of what we now know of as science, namely a 
white, modern and European masculinity. 

To discuss the implications of the cultural paradigms 
that characterize science, feminist scholars in Ibero-America 
have focused their studies on the question of women in 
science. Some have worked on making visible the pres-
ence of women in various fields (Blasquez Graff & Flores, 
n.d.; García Dauder, 2005; Magollón Porales, 2004; Pérez 
Sedeño, 2011). Others have studied the underrepresentation 

of women in masculinized areas (Daza-Caicedo, 2010; 
Fernández Ruiz, 2006; Tovar, 2006; Vessuri & Canino, 
2006). This emphasis aims to address gender inequal-
ity within national systems of science and technology. 
However, it also contributes to the non-recognition of 
other types of diversities and power relations within these 
systems (Pérez-Bustos, Olarte Sierra & Diaz del Castillo, 
forthcoming). In this sense, the studies undertaken in the 
region have helped to build a homogeneous idea of women 
scientists as the radical other of men scientists; namely, a 
white heterosexual woman1.

Looking to problematize this gendered binary, we propose 
to analyze how women scientists with lesbian or racialized 
experiences of their femininity2 narrate the position they 
perceive themselves to have within the scientific field. We 
understand these narratives altogether as a heterogeneous 
representation of the borderlands that shape this territory. 
In this sense, we argue that in order to transgress gender 
binaries, it is necessary to approach diversity with caution 
regarding potential essentialisms in relation to race and 
sexuality. Thus, we do not see each of these women scien-
tists as part of closed population groups, but as particular 
voices that allow us to hear the emergence of cracks within 
the aforementioned normative scientific ethos.

1	 On one hand, these studies assume (unintentionally) that the experience of white-mestizo women is representative of the experience 
of women in general, something that Adriane Rich called white solipsism: the tendency to “think, imagine, and speak as if whiteness 
describes the world” (in Mikkola, 2006:80). For the case of science, it implies that conclusions about women pioneers’ experiences in 
certain scientific fields, for example, are extensible to black or indigenous women scientists. On the other hand, these studies widely 
discuss how gender barriers in science are particularly shaped by the double burden that women scientists bear when they have to combine 
their career with their role as mothers and wives. This assumption presupposes an idea of women who have a heteronormative sexuality, 
and thus does not represent the particular burdens that lesbian women, in their diversity, have to bear within the scientific field (McKenzie-
Bassant, 2007; Williams, 2013)
2	 We focused on three groups of women scientists: women who recognize themselves as lesbian in various ways; women who identify 
themselves as indigenous; and women who are racialized as black.
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METHOD

Participants
The study took as its starting point a referral sampling 

exercise to identify lesbian, black and indigenous women 
scientists working in public and private universities in 
different regions of the country3. Such a methodological 
approach is suitable for identifying hidden populations 
(Platt et al., 2006), which is the case for these women sci-
entists, considering that the scientific information system 
in Colombia does not take into consideration sexuality or 
race as qualifiers of its researcher population.

Sampling procedure
Sampling began with a set of women scientists known 

by the research team, and who recognize themselves as 
lesbian, black or indigenous4. We also interviewed experts in 
gender, Afro-Colombian and indigenous studies, and asked 
them to provide new names. The initial references served 
as seeds for expanding the chain of referrals. Through this 
method, we were able to identify a total of thirty-one women 
scientists: eight lesbian, five indigenous and eighteen black. 

Measures and Research Design
After the identification, we proceeded to contact these 

women to inform them about the goals of the study and our 
policies of confidentiality. We also asked them to confirm 
their self-designation as black, indigenous or lesbian, and 
their affiliation as researchers within institutions recognized 
by Colciencias5. Finally, we asked them for their interest to 
be part of the study. We were unable to get in touch with all 
of the women to conduct in depth interviews. In the end, 
we interviewed a total of nineteen women scientists: five 
lesbian, two indigenous and twelve black. 

The purpose of the interviews was to establish a con-
versation with these women scientists, through which 
they could narrate how they see their position within the 
scientific field and describe the relationship between their 
research careers and their sexuality and racial marks. These 
conversations allowed us to reflect with them upon their 
ways of doing science and the purpose of being scientists 

marked and, on occasion, minoritized by race and sexuality. 
Through these explorations, we were able to identify their 
motivations and expectations with regards to the future. 

Two particular trends were identified throughout the 
interviews. First, in close dialogue with what we discussed 
in the introduction, these women scientists situate them-
selves in the borderlands of science, an arena that they 
see as highly hierarchical and biased to privilege certain 
themes and ways of behaving; a power configuration that 
particularly affects them and their marks but that goes 
beyond them. Second, they perceive that this normative 
structure does not usually recognize their interests and ways 
of doing science, which are oriented towards transforming 
the reality of communities (non-scientists). We argue that 
these two trends are examples of matters of care in science 
and technology (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011). 

RESULTS

The boundaries of science
My job is to locate the periphery in the center. (Ursula, 
black woman, social scientist)
During the interviews, the black, indigenous and lesbian 

women scientists mentioned that they see their research work 
as located in the borderlands of the scientific field, wherein, 
through their practice, they attempt to build relationships 
and bridges between the scientific field (Bourdieu, 2008) and 
other social arenas, such as the territory of social struggles 
(Archila Neira, 2003) or the political or bureaucratic field 
(Bourdieu, 1997)6. When asked about these practices, they 
referred to various communicative approaches that give 
sense and meaning to academic work, but which are not 
always central to the scientific ethos. 

In their testimonies, the borderlands of the scientific field 
are not only seen as margins. They are action and linkage 
spaces between universities –as territories of knowledge 
production– and the social problems, struggles and needs 
faced by concrete communities, particular regions and 
certain ecosystems; thus we have call them significant 
borderlands. This concept is close to what feminists such 
as Donna Haraway (2004) have elaborated upon when 

3	 Scientists are identified by Colciencias, the national department of science and technology, as researchers registered in its information system. 
For 2010, 90.68% of researchers were linked to public and private universities (Observatorio colombiano de Ciencia y Tecnología, 2011).
4	 We found only one case of intersection between these markers of difference: a black lesbian woman scientist. All of the others identified 
themselves as only one of the three (lesbian or black or indigenous).
5	 The Colombian national department of science and technology.
6	 We refer here to social arenas and activities that exceed the scientific or academic field (communicative practices of different type: 
pedagogical, consultancy, community based work) and that are symbolically located in its margins. As we will discuss later those borders 
of the field are also places where scientists such as the ones we studied may situate their practice. This positioning gives peculiar meanings 
to the borderlands of science. We call this significant borderlands.
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speaking of cyborgs as entities that reconfigure and ques-
tion the notion of humanity, technology and nature. It also 
dialogues with the concept of borderland as elaborated by 
Glora Anzaldúa (1987), when she theorized the experience 
of mestizo women in the United States.

The significant borderlands that we found in the nar-
ratives of the interviewed women scientists connected the 
scientific field with the struggle of ethnic communities, with 
the demands of sexual rights organizations and with com-
plex environmental regional processes. One of the women 
scientists at a university in the pacific region of the country 
said: “Being part of the Afro-Colombian social movement 
of black women, I cannot give credit to the division between 
activist and intellectual work. I see that as a western dualism 
that does not represent what I do. I’m both” (Ines, black 
woman, social scientist). Another scientist working in a 
university located in a poor and highly bio-diverse region 
said: “My work [on medicinal plants] cannot be focused on 
producing knowledge. I have to transmit that knowledge to 
the communities” (Clara, black woman, natural scientist). 
Meanwhile, one indigenous woman scientist perceived 
her research work as connected to her ethnic experience: 
“We need to build theories that allow us to go beyond 
western thought, to break dichotomies between science 
and traditional knowledge. The scientific system is very 
closed” (Alicia, indigenous woman, educational scientist). 
From the scientific positioning of a lesbian scientist, these 
borderlands are spaces in which to build activism towards 
sexual and gender diversity: “We need to connect activism 
and academia. We have to work to build a scientific field 
that is more connected with what is outside of it. To break 
the ivory tower metaphor that is at its roots, we have to 
mock it” (Milena, lesbian woman, cultural scientist).

These boundaries that connect the scientific field with 
other social arenas have an important cultural and symbolic 
function, in that sense they are significant. They give sub-
jective and objective meaning to the work of these women 
scientists; indeed, we could say that these boundaries are 
significant borderlands since they offer justifications and 
give value to the research that these women scientists de-
velop and perform. This happens not only to those women 
scientists who are located on the margins of the system, 
but also those who are at its center. One woman scientist, 
working at one of the most prestigious universities in the 
country, affirmed this: “Indeed, the topics I do research 

about have never been canonical. In this sense, even though 
I am in the center, I never feel that I have embodied it. In 
this sense, my work is to locate the periphery in the center.” 
(Ursula, black woman, social scientist). Another scientist 
who occupies a managerial position referred to how she 
works to bring the borderlands she embodies to the center 
of the academic institution, using the possibilities that 
this scenario offers: “I’ve been a big user of that center. I 
use it for activism because I can. I use my power for good 
[laughs]. Having power is strategic. I know that when I 
go out and speak, people perhaps believe me, because I’m 
the director of a department in a prestigious university” 
(Milena, lesbian woman, cultural scientist).

These words resonate in the voice of an indigenous 
scientist who occupies a more marginal position within 
the Colombian system of science and technology7. She 
mentioned that her research is meant to build intercultural 
relations: “We used to think that not being part of the sys-
tem strengthens our culture. Nowadays we know we have 
to combine. We need to create an intercultural science” 
(Alicia, indigenous woman, educational scientist).

These testimonies show us how, for these women sci-
entists, their practices and doings in the borderlands of the 
scientific field are central to their work; they justify and 
give value to their role as scientists. For many of them, 
their research is meaningful when it can be transmitted to 
communities, when it plays an empowering role aimed at 
social transformation, when it is oriented towards the needs 
of their regions and the ecosystems they inhabit.

It is also interesting to see how many of these scientists 
are located in explicitly marginal areas of the system. Some-
times this marginal location is seen as related to their racial, 
sexual or gender marks; on other occasions, it is related to 
the themes of their research8. They consider their areas of 
work to be less important in relation to what the system 
promotes or privileges, in the sense that the system does 
not allocate a great deal of funds to certain areas, such as 
gender, racial and sexuality studies. This location, however, 
is often perceived by these scientists as strategic because 
it allows their borderland work to flourish. As one black 
woman scientist stated:

Ines: Being in the margins of the system gives me the 
freedom that I would not have if I were in the center. 
Tania & Andrea: Why do you say you are in the margins?
Ines: Because of the kind of research I do [gender stu-

7	 Her institution occupies position number eighty-three in the Colombian ranking (SCImago, 2012).
8	 This positioning which in occasions exceeds their racial and sexuality marks, might allow to link the narratives of these women 
scientists with the way other scientists reflexively position themselves towards certain issues; we refer here to scientists whose marks are 
not subordinated and so are seen as part of the normality (heterosexual scientists and scientists racialized as mestizo or white), This would 
be the case of feminist scientists for example
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dies]. It does not represent profit to the system. And so 
there is always little money for the social sciences. In 
this sense, the system always places me outside of it. 
However, being here one is better. Do I want to be at 
the center? Do I want to be included? In a system that 
does not give value to what I do? What for? I do not 
care to be part of it. (Ines, black woman, social scientist)
Another lesbian scientist said: “For many people, what I 

do in the field of public policy has no value in the academic 
field. The same happens with having work with community 
radio and video. For me, of course, it is valuable, it is a 
way to situate myself trans- and interdisciplinarily” (Carla, 
lesbian woman, anthropologist).

Many of the scientists we worked with do not recognize 
themselves as scientists. This form of non-scientific identi-
fication is related to the scientific ethos mentioned earlier, 
since they understand science as a process of knowledge 
production characterized by distancing and competitiveness, 
which is mainly oriented only to promote expert-expert 
dialogue. In this context some of them say “I do not feel like 
a scientist, especially if science is a neutral and objective 
endeavor” (Ines, black woman, social scientist). “I think I 
suck as an anthropologist, I am not perceived as a scholar 
in this field” (Carla, lesbian woman, anthropologist). The 
women with whom we worked see themselves as scien-
tists only in terms of a close and constitutive relationship 
with various forms of activism, political participation and 
cultural or artistic intervention. They distance themselves 
from the definition of a scientist that is exclusively devoted 
to academic work as the only way to produce scientific 
knowledge; distancing that in any case is not essential or 
exclusive to them as scientists, but that in their narratives 
take particular shapes and meanings.

Thinking and doing with care
In what I do and think there are caring practices. (Carla, 
Lesbian woman, anthropologist)
In the women scientists’ narratives about boundaries, 

we found that there was a constant reference to the concept 
of care, to an ethical and political dimension of care in the 
doing of science (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011), which meant 
a sort of search for thinking with care about the world 
and creating alternative modes of relating with others and 
knitting interdependencies (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012). 
From this perspective, the world does not simply consist 
of beings who are objects to be known through scientific 

knowledge, or entities meant to be categorized, described 
and analyzed. 

Care has been considered by numerous feminist per-
spectives. Care as work, the professions of care, the care 
economy, the ethics of care (Arango Gaviria, 2011), and 
care and subordination (Molinier, 2012) are some of the 
definitions and concepts that appear in the debates9. Care 
is generally related to subordinate positions, for example 
naturalized invisible and unpaid tasks performed by (poor 
and/or racialized/migrant) women in domestic and private 
spaces (Carrasco, 2001; Castro Romero, 2011). It has also 
been studied when looking at care professions (i.e. nursing 
and social work) and their lower rank in the general order 
of professions and disciplines (Molinier, 2011; Mosquera 
Rosero-Labbé, 2006, 2011). Trying to step out of the social, 
economic and political location that feminist theory has 
given to care, we wanted to think of this concept in an area 
that has a higher social status, such as the scientific field.

From a feminist perspective, the category of care has 
been associated with science through conceptualizations 
that consider the ethical-political dimensions of care in the 
ways in which scientists think of and represent the world, 
but also how they try to explore careful ways of doing 
science with a particular relationship to the future (Pérez-
Bustos et al., forthcoming; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011). 
From this perspective, the idea of thinking with care has 
been developed (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012). Thinking with 
others and thinking collectively are seen as ways to generate 
interdependencies that question and have the potential to 
transform the knowledge relationships that hold structures 
of power in science, to explore the ways in which scientists 
represent the world, and to investigate the applications of 
science beyond the scientific field.

In the narratives of the women scientists we worked 
with, they seem to do and think science with care. A great 
deal of their work is directed towards caring for racialized 
communities, ecosystems in danger, sociopolitical agendas, 
and even their own scientific institutions (i.e. universities). 
We suggest that for these women scientists, being in the 
borderlands of the scientific field –as we argue they are– 
enables them to develop such caring practices. On occasion, 
these narratives reflect a sort of essential idea of caring 
associated with womanhood:

We as women care for others, I have no doubt about 
it … men too, but it is expected of us to be caring. We 
bring this to the academy. I am aware if the professor 

9	 We focus here on these perspectives, but acknowledge the existence of other theoretical developments on the concept of care, among 
them the work of Foucault in relation to care of the self (Foucault, 1994) and theoretical approaches in nursing (Leininger, 1996; Morse, 
Solberg, Neander, Bottorff & Johnson, 1990).
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in the office next to mine had lunch. I am in constant 
solidarity with my black students. I ask them what they 
need, how they are doing at school. It is a political and 
ethical commitment that I have acquired. (Ángela, black 
woman, social scientist)
Another lesbian woman scientist referred to her research 

in the borderlands as something unrecognized but highly 
emotionally rewarding: 

When I connect my research with my teaching, I con-
nect research with the world. It generates a particular 
relationship with my students, it makes my research a 
responsible practice. However, the remuneration for 
teaching is terribly low, considering the hard work and 
the craft involved in making these bridges possible; 
even more when considering that it involves emotional 
work. It is not a coincidence that teaching is nowadays 
a female occupation, which is also undervalued in a 
research career.” (Carla, lesbian woman, anthropologist)
Feminist theories on the care economy have highlighted 

the unrecognized and invisible status that caring practices 
have. They are also seen as extra labor, which has to be 
undertaken by women since they are culturally shaped as the 
legitimate caregivers. From the narratives of these women 
scientists, it seems that this feminization and invisibility is 
also present in the scientific field.

Care in the connection between teaching, doing service 
and research

I do a little bit of everything … It’s all connected ... 
teaching, research and service. (Lilian, indigenous 
woman, social scientist)
The data obtained in this research has allowed us to think 

of the importance of categories such as borderlands and 
care in the scientific work of black, indigenous and lesbian 
women scientists in Colombia. We have also found that 
the practices of the production and circulation of scientific 
knowledge in the borderlands –which connect the scientific 
field with other social arenas– and the will to think and do 
science with care –an attitude which is present in their nar-
ratives– propose a relationship between teaching, research 
and service that defines in particular ways the structural 
ideal of universities today and hence an important part of 
the scientific field10.

In the narratives of these women scientists, the linkage 
between teaching and scientific research is constant. For them, 
the classroom is perceived as an important space in which to 
transfer knowledge in multiple ways; but it is also a space 
for collective and social transformation: “In the classroom, 
I want my students to deepen their political sense, but I also 
deepen it with their life experiences” (Inés, black woman, 

social scientist). The relationships between scientists and 
students, the methodologies used for teaching, and the con-
tent worked on in classrooms establish communication and 
knowledge bridges, which train students on issues such as 
gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, difference, social struggles, 
care for the environment and regional development. Ad-
dressing these and other issues in the classroom is a political 
practice of recognition and social transformation; it is also 
a practice for establishing relationships with communities 
and for producing scientific knowledge: 

It is easier for some students to approach or want to 
work with me. It’s easier to work, for example, on issues 
of sexuality with me. (Milena, lesbian woman, cultural 
scientist)
I worked with indigenous communities before becoming 
a social scientist at the university; that is an experience 
I try to put in the classroom as well. (Lilian, indigenous 
woman, social scientist)
Research thus consistently appears as a practice related 

to teaching and to work with social movements and com-
munities directed towards social transformation processes. 
For some of these women scientists, research is related to 
biodiversity, economic empowerment and regional develop-
ment. All of them were emphatic about questioning research 
processes that are only meant to strengthen the scientific 
field in itself; in other words, knowledge that is limited to 
lab work or research groups, and forms of publication and 
dissemination of knowledge that only circulate between 
scientists. For these women scientists, research makes sense 
when it knits relationships outside of the scientific field, 
when it is directly linked to communities and to practices 
of social transformation.

[My] research shall recognize traditional knowledge, 
and propitiate entrepreneurial projects for communities 
that are directed towards their well being. (Marta, black 
woman, natural scientist)
Knowledge has to impact society. Students have to be 
aware of that responsibility. (Andrea, lesbian woman, 
engineer)
Scientific knowledge cannot be produced only to stren-
gthen science. It has to benefit people, concrete commu-
nities. (Alicia, indigenous woman, educational scientist) 
Relationships with communities, with social groups, 

with the environment and with social struggles, as discussed 
throughout this paper, shape and are shaped by the work of 
these women scientists; work which is crosscut by research, 
teaching and service. We have argued that these bridges 
are particular representations of a caring science that takes 
place in the borderlands of the scientific field.

10	 Since, as stated in footnote 5 above, the vast majority of scientific research in the country takes place in universities.
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DISCUSSION

We started this paper with the leitmotif of questioning 
some of the potential biases within traditional studies of 
gender and science. In particular, we wanted to point to 
the binaries that are found in some critiques of science 
and technology; binaries which are sometimes based on a 
homogenous idea about womanhood as the radical other 
in the scientific field. Advocating for gender equity, but 
not considering that gender is co-constructed by race and 
sexuality, is not only naïve but also problematic. With this 
paper we therefore hope to contribute to a more complex 
questioning of gender in science, taking diversity as non 
essentialist starting point. 

By using the narratives of women scientists holding 
non-normative gender positions (racialized as black or 
indigenous, or marginalized because of their sexuality as 
lesbian) as the main empirical source of the study, we were 
able to identify two particular trends in terms of how these 
women scientists see themselves: how they regard themselves 
as scientists in relation to the national system of science 
and technology, and how they describe their research in 
contrast to what the system recognizes and values11.

In the first place, we found that these women scientists, 
in their diversity, situate themselves in the borderlands of 
the scientific field. Through their narratives, borderlands 
become ambiguous metaphors. On the one hand, these 
women scientists represent incarnate the marginality of the 
topics that they conduct research on, as do their precarious 
work conditions, especially when they work in unprestigious 
institutions (usually located in poorer regions of the country). 
On the other hand, their narratives reveal connections and 
meeting points between academic work and other social 
arenas, usually located ‘outside’ of universities.

The second trend we identified was the close connec-
tion, on at least two levels, between the metaphors that 
these women scientists use and matters of care. In their 
narratives, the significant borderlands that these women 
scientists occupy offer them scenarios in which to con-
nect their research with social struggles, regional issues 
and community work, connections that are intended to 
promote social transformation. In this sense, their research 
has the ultimate goal of repairing life in communities, and 
is therefore closely associated with activism. Through their 
research, these women scientists become scientists with 
communities; using Puig de la Bellacasa’s (2012) words, 

when thinking with others they perform care. However, 
this repairing impulse towards social transformation goes 
unrecognized within the scientific field. It does not always 
translate into the logics of science and so, as with other 
caring practices, it is invisible to, and on occasion not 
recognized by, the metrics of the system. 

On other occasions, however, according to their narra-
tives, the practices through which these women scientists 
perform matters of care in the Colombian scientific field 
are strongly recognized. As mentioned above, when these 
women scientists situate themselves in particular significant 
borderlands, and from there think with care, they also em-
body the current organizational and operational ideal of the 
universities, and therefore the academic and scientific field; 
that is, the efficient articulation between teaching, research 
and service. Thus, this borderland self-positioning involves 
simultaneously a connection with the ‘outside’ of the field, 
and, in a way, a reification of the scientific field logics. It 
remains unanswered whether this ambivalence represents 
a challenge or a barrier to achieving social transformation 
and so to building, in Sandra Harding’s words (1986), a 
successor science.

In affirming that a borderland positioning within the 
scientific field, and the ethos of care that it involves, provides 
the basic elements for the articulation of teaching, research 
and service as the central axis of the contemporary university, 
this raises two main questions that we would like to pose as 
a way to close and open up this paper. First, under which 
conditions of possibility would the ethos of care cease to 
be marginal? And second, what would be the implications 
of a potential co-optation of the ethos of care by particular 
neoliberal logics and practices, which articulate research, 
teaching and service as a way in which to maximize the 
use of resources in contemporary universities?
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