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Introduction

In El Salvador, as in most Latin American countries, caregiving tasks are performed 
mainly by women. This structural inequality in caregiving relationships has historically 
constituted an invisible discrimination, since those who must take care of others 
often perform these tasks under asymmetrical power structures. This condition of 
inequality is aggravated when caring tasks are carried out in precarious contexts and 
with labour insecurity, where caregivers care as they can and when they can (Pautassi 
2007). This violent cycle of inequality is completed when the principle of reciprocity 
and interdependence, in which caregivers must also be cared for, is not fulfilled (Soto-
Villagrán 2022).

https://doi.org/10.26034/roadsides-202300903


18

Roadsides

 Bodily Infrastructures of Care

collection no. 009 • Gendering Infrastructure 

In recent years, the struggle to achieve recognition of care as a right has seen significant 
advances in the Latin American region, such as with the National System of Care in 
Uruguay in 2015, the “Municipal Law of Co-responsibility in Unpaid Care Work for Equal 
Opportunities” in Cochabamba (Bolivia) in 2019, or the recent recognition of the right 
to dignified care, to one’s own time and the creation of a National System of Care in 
Mexico in 2020. In the case of El Salvador, a Social Co-responsibility for Care Policy 
was formulated between 2015 and 2016; unfortunately, it was never discussed at the 
Senate, and the initiative has not been taken up again.

In the absence of recognition of care as a right, the bodies of the caregivers and the 
spaces they inhabit become essential parts of the infrastructures of care that sustain 
and support everyday life. By paying attention to caregiving tasks, reproductive activities 
and collaborative practices, the concept of acuerpamiento might help us to understand 
these practices in a collective way.1 Acuerpamiento is defined by communitarian feminists 
as “a loving agreement to accord, to accompany each other amid the complexities 
and risks that the defense of life in the communities entails for [women] and their 
families” (Cabnal 2017: 100, my translation). In this article, I reflect on this idea and 
specifically on a theatre company created by a group of women street vendors called 
La Cachada Teatro, and on the space where they currently practice and perform: the 
Nave Cine Metro. In this context, the Nave has turned into a refuge for women and 
their children, supporting bodily infrastructures of care and self-care that can bring 
us closer to revealing how certain infrastructures are created and gendered in one of 
the most violent cities in Latin America.

Caring on the Streets of San Salvador

The Historic Centre of San Salvador (CHSS) is the foundational area of the city. After 
decades of abandonment and deterioration due to numerous earthquakes, the relocation 
of the main functions of the state and the gradual decay brought about by the Civil 
War (1980–1992), the CHSS has become an area of dispute and conflict, a space for 
the trade and exchange of almost all types of goods and products, housing six of the 
city’s main markets and thousands of street vendors. In addition, this area has become 
one of the most fraught battlegrounds for El Salvador’s major gangs, in which multiple 
subgroups (clicas, in Spanish) compete for control of commercial streets, markets, drug 
deals, smuggling and prostitution, among other commercial and criminalized activities 
(Papadovassilakis and Dudley 2020). 

Amid this violent context, the street vendors are mainly women who must daily balance 
their role as caregivers with the need to sell to support their families. As Soto-Villagrán 
(2022) argues, care practices are not only anchored to the domestic space but move 
alongside those who exercise care. In the last twenty years, the thousands of informal 
stalls have become small spaces of commerce and care, where children stay after school 
until the end of the day, either doing homework or helping with their mother’s business. 
Added to the above is the fact that El Salvador is a tropical country, where for most 
of the year it either rains torrentially or the sun beats down. The lack of supporting 
built infrastructure, such as public toilets, as well as the conditions of harassment 
and insecurity caused by gangs, complete this situation so poorly suited for caring.

1 The term acuerpamiento 
can be translated literally 
as ‘surrounding and 
supporting a body with 
other bodies.’
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Under these circumstances, life has been reproduced and sustained in the streets of the 
CHSS. The Covid-19 pandemic brought with it a crisis of care in all its dimensions – not 
only for children but also for the elderly and infirm, representing a greater burden for 
caregivers. In the case of El Salvador, the confinement and restriction measures were 
among the most severe in the region, with a lockdown that lasted ninety-five days (López 
and Domínguez 2021), which precipitated a total inability to work for a large part of 
the population from the informal sector, including women street vendors in the CHSS.

The Ship that Sailed in the Midst of the Storm

It was during this period of crisis that La Cachada Teatro2 and Teatro del Azoro3 founded 
the Azoro Cultural Association (ACA) and initiated the Nave Cine Metro project, in the 
bowels of the CHSS. The Nave (‘Ship’) started in March 2020 when ACA repurposed the 
old Cine Metro, turning it into a space dedicated to creating and researching performing 
arts with a focus on the community of vendors and their children, specifically on Delgado 
Street. Since their beginnings, both theatre companies have worked in testimonial and 
documentary theatre, addressing multiple issues of Salvadoran society, from different 
types of violence to mental health. At the same time, their performances aim to provoke 
the audience to transform the reality they see described.

In its almost three years of existence, the Nave has become a space in which vendors 
can come to rest and practice self-care, a place for their children to play and take part 
in various workshops while they are out working in the streets. In this way, the Nave 
can be interpreted as a space that supports the bodily infrastructure of care, not only 
satisfying the life-sustaining needs of those who require care but also giving space for 
self-care and healing practices for caregivers themselves – a forgotten dimension and 
one not experienced by the vendors. Part of these healing processes of self-care are 
triggered by the emotions that arise from breaking the silence through the theatrical 
performances, which reflect testimonies from their daily life as street vendors, helping 
the women recognize the different types of violence they have experienced.

In the Nave’s day-to-day activities, these bodily networks of care become visible. Women’s 
bodies are an essential part of this infrastructure, as living mediation of what organizes 
and sustains life (Truelove and Ruszczyk 2022). However, what does caregiving imply 
in contexts where conditions of exclusion and inequality allow violence to proliferate? 
If we think of infrastructures as originally understood, as a material system, it is clear 
that any infrastructure will erode and thus require maintenance, support and care. 
When bodies are an essential component of these infrastructures, they also become 
vulnerable and susceptible to harm, and thus require care. This rough analogy can 
help us to connect with one of the main concerns when thinking about infrastructures 
of care: who takes care of those who care?

This same concern struck communitarian feminists in Guatemala, when they identified 
that in the struggle for the defense of their territories they had neglected their own 
bodies (Cabnal 2017). By recognizing their bodies as the first territory to retrieve, they 
discovered a shared path of healing through supporting each other’s bodies. The 
practice of acuerpamiento describes this path, and in the absence of recognition of 

2 La Cachada Teatro was 
set up by a group of 
women street vendors 
and domestic workers. 
See: http://cachadateatro.
com/ 
3 Teatro del Azoro 
was founded by four 
Salvadoran women 
pioneers of documentary 
theater (FES 2020).
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the right to self-care, to care for others and to be cared for can help us to acknowledge 
and support the actions, emotions and decisions of individual bodies as a practice of 
collective resistance.

← Workshop on the 
Cachada Method at Nave 
Cine Metro.
Photo: Gerardo Bonifacio, 
2021.

↓ Workshop Festival 
al Parque by Nave Cine 
Metro crew.
Photo: Melissa Castro, 
2022.
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Both in the workshops and in the Nave’s theatrical practices, the infrastructures of care 
and self-care are materialized in exercises of contact and support between bodies. 
These practices can be interpreted through acuerpamiento, as bodies supporting other 
bodies, ensuring not only company but also emotional support and wellbeing. This 
practice of acuerpamiento breaks with the narratives of violence and fear imposed by 
both the official discourse disseminated by the state and the criminal organizations 
that control the CHSS.4 No surprise, then, that through acuerpamiento, understood 
by communitarian feminists as a ‘loving agreement’ (acuerdo amoroso), the vendors’ 
children have appropriated this space of mutuality and reassurance as their place 
of leisure and rest. Although the need to work and sell every day does not allow the 
vendors to fully occupy and enjoy the Nave, as they give priority to their children 
(putting their role as caregivers first), the possibility of accessing a space of self-care 
for the first time reveals the importance that proper support for bodily infrastructures 
of care should have in the city. Although there is still a long way to go towards co-
responsibility and recognition of the rights of those who care in El Salvador, the Nave 
Cine Metro is opening the way for new care networks to consolidate in the capital city.
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