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Introduction



This study presents 
the experience of 
journalists who, due 
to sociopolitical 
violence, have 
experienced internal 
displacement or exile.



The history of violence has run throughout Latin America.

—Elizabeth Lira

For critical journalism, the contemporary Mexican context has meant a daily bat-

tering as professionals who exercise freedom of expression, involving a latent risk 

against their own lives, their physical, mental, and psychosocial integrity and that 

of their closest socio-affective networks in addition to a risk to the social and commu-

nity fabric that surrounds them. According to organizations such as ARTICLE19,1 over the 

past decade, the context of threat and risk for journalists has remained a problem that 

undermines freedom of expression. Despite changing federal administrations, we can 

speak of ongoing sociopolitical violence2 against this professional field, at least during 

the presidencies of Felipe Calderón, Enrique Peña Nieto, and Andrés M. López Obrador.

1   ARTICLE19 is an independent and partisan organization that promotes and defends the progres-
sive advancement of the rights to freedom of expression and access to information for all people 
and in accordance with the highest international human rights standards, thus contributing to the 
strengthening of democracy. More information: https://articulo19.org/

2  At Aluna, we understand sociopolitical violence to be the strategy, whether subtle or open, that the 
State uses to control the population in order to impose political-military, economic, or ideological 
interests. This violence is exercised by state agents through action or omission or through complic-
ity with non-State actors who serve groups of power on structural and economic levels. Regardless 
of which actors exercise this violence, from the human rights approach, the State is the actor that 
is responsible for ending its perpetuation and reproduction.
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“In the first year of the administration of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador, 
the press was victim to 609 assaults, in the second, to 692” (ARTICLE 19, 2021: 03).3

Far from showing a decline, these figures reveal that the number of attacks against 

the press have remained a constant, which is a troubling situation when considering 

critical, independent, and research-focused journalists as political subjects,4 that is, 

subjects committed to the country’s social transformation who question and reveal 

power structures and provide crucial information for social struggles in addition to  

being the eyes and ears of society (Correa & Barrios, 2018).

3   When this study was concluded, in March 2022, the field had suffered the murder of eight journalists 
in ten weeks. According to the journalism organizations that are denouncing the crimes, this is a 
figure that represents the greatest battering against the freedom of expression and human rights 
in recent years, within a context of impunity in the governments of multiple states throughout the 
country. To date, the count of murders of journalists has reached a total of 33 during the presidency 
of Andrés Manuel López Obrador.

4   “Aluna’s notion of political subject is supported by several Latin American theoretical approaches, 
many inspired by Marxist theory and by the processes of struggles for liberation. For example, the 
concepts of subject and process of hominization against the process of oppression and dehuman-
izing alienation from the Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire, the notion of the historic 
subject and the dialectical relationship of subjects and their context by Ignacio Martín-Baró, the 
notions of the social actor, political subject, and popular subject by Isabel Rauber, to mention a 
few. For Aluna, political subjects are collective social actors that are constructed in processes of 
socialization in the praxis of a political struggle for social transformation. They experience and an-
alyze their situation within the social structure as well as the political and economic mechanisms 
of oppression. They broaden their awareness of class and role as well as of socio-historical contri-
bution in political praxis, and they also have a project and coordinate jointly to construct projects 
of political transformation and social liberation” (Correa & Barrios, 2018: 85).
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For these reasons, and considering them to be political subjects in Mexico, Aluna 

Acompañamiento Psicosocial5 (Aluna Psychosocial Accompaniment, hereinafter Aluna) 

decided to conduct this research. Since the founding of our organization, we have ac-

companied people who practice critical journalism in different stages of their life ex-

perience and confrontations with sociopolitical violence: in times of repression, while 

mourning, during phases of displacement and exile, while reconstructing their profes-

sional, political, and life projects and others.

Stemming from our efforts with journalists, we saw the need to explore their 

work in further depth—as actors who influence political life with a commitment to 

social movements, political victims, and subjects in general—and the importance of 

raising awareness of the impacts experienced as a result of the structural frame-

work of violence (generalized, sociopolitical, and patriarchal) as well as the coping 

strategies they adopt in order to survive them and uphold their social commitment 

and political purpose through their vocation. This study presents the experience of 

journalists who, for reasons of sociopolitical violence, have experienced a situation 

of internal displacement or exile or who are even currently in this condition, whether 

temporarily or permanently.

According to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the human rights of inter-

nally displaced persons, “internally displaced persons are persons or groups of persons 

5  Aluna Acompañamiento Psicosocial (Aluna) is a Mexican civil association, founded in 2013, whose 
aim is to offer psychosocial tools to human rights organizations, journalists, and communities of 
victims of human rights violations so they can cope with the effects of sociopolitical violence and 
have the conditions that allow them to do their work.

Introduction

13



who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual 

residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, 

situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made 

disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized border.”6 Exile, while 

it may be due to the same causes, is characterized by leaving the country; both internal 

displacement and exile can be temporary, permanent, or alternate between the two 

depending on the situations of risk and personal decisions and with or without the pos-

sibility of returning to the place from which they were expelled.

In this study, the three phases of the process of forced displacement are ob-

served (hereinafter, “displacement” will be used to refer to both internal displacement 

and exile except for when specifications are made about the situation of social actors): 

the before, the during, and the after of forced displacement. Through the five testi-

monies of journalists in Mexico who have experienced displacement, we have found 

that fear is an aspect that is commonly expressed in these processes, which is why we 

decided to revisit this category in a cross-cutting fashion throughout the research. In 

parallel, we recognize its implementation as a political strategy of power players who, 

through it, aim to achieve objectives as well as private, political, social, economic, or 

military interests or a combination of these. The analysis of fear as an emotion and 

political strategy is further explored throughout this text to understand the complexity 

experienced by critical journalism in the Mexican context.

6 Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/es/special-procedures/sr-internally-displaced-persons/about-in-
ternally-displaced-persons 
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FEAR: THEORETICAL  
REFERENCES AND BACKGROUND
The psychosocial approach7 —the perspective from which we observe, comprehend 

reality, and act at Aluna—allows for analyzing the impacts and coping strategies in the 

cycle’s three phases. The first, which they experience before displacement, is when 

the situation of risk presents itself as a result of the structural framework of violence8 

(the moment of threats and attacks). The second, or the during, is when they are dis-

placed from the space where they live—or where they had their professional or life 

project—and, because of this, decide to end or modify their professional work, to adapt 

to the new space and life project, and they undertake accompaniment processes in 

some cases.9 Finally, the after of the displacement is seen when a reconstruction of the 

7 For Aluna, the psychosocial approach is a way of seeing, interpreting, and understanding the per-
sonal, collective, and social harm that manifests in contexts of sociopolitical violence in order to 
establish strategies and methods to deal with this harm and damage through political, psychoso-
cial, and security tools and strategies (Aluna, 2018: 4).

8 Generalized, which impacts them like any other person within local dynamics; sociopolitical, be-
cause of their journalistic practice; and patriarchal, mainly against women, where the intersectional 
condition represents greater or lesser vulnerability for journalists.

9 Of the five people interviewed, one had not received accompaniment of any kind, another has had 
legal support and mental health care from a clinical approach, while the other three were seeking 
psychosocial accompaniment with Aluna in their experience of displacement, which is how initial 
contact was made, thus establishing the relationship. The interviews were conducted within the 
framework of this research and carried out after these accompaniment processes concluded, which 
allowed us to reflect on their experiences considering the development of the impacts and with the 
consent to separate the previous accompaniment process from this research.

el miedo detona 
acciones y 
emociones 

secundarias en las 
personas que lo 

experimentan
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professional and life project is considered and upon returning to the space where they 

had lived or permanently relocating to another. In each phase, the experience of the 

impacts—among them, fear—and the coping strategies take on a significant overtone in 

future decisions.

It is important to locate the context of this research on studies of fear and 

sociopolitical violence in Latin America. At Aluna, we recognize the theoretical back-

ground represented by the work done in the twentieth century, including the theories 

of liberation that laid the foundation of psychosocial thought and action, such as 

those of Ignacio Martín-Baró10 and Elizabeth Lira.11 For us, their work is the starting 

point from which we interpret the reality from the psychosocial approach (Lira & 

Castillo, 1991).

10  A Spanish psychologist and Jesuit priest who founded Social Liberation Psychology. He devoted most 
of his life to researching the harsh social and political reality of El Salvador, where he taught classes 
at Universidad Centroamericana “José Simeón Cañas” (UCA) in the Psychology and Education Depart-
ment and served as vice-rector. He fought for human rights, equality, and social justice in El Salvador. 
He was critical of the negative impact that US policy had on the country and was very influential for a 
wide range of academics and activists. In 1989, he was murdered  by members of the Atlacatl Battalion 
of the Salvadoran Army alongside other priests in the crime known as the martyrs of UCA.

11  Chilean psychologist and family therapist, she has a Master’s in Development Sciences from ILADES. 
She has worked as a practitioner and educator at various institutions and has been recognized on 
national and international levels for her efforts in treating victims of political repression during 
the Chilean military dictatorship. Part of her extensive research has focused on the psychological 
effects of political threat and violence, on the relationship between historical memory and the rec-
ognition of victims of human rights violations, on the historical understanding of political violence 
and of the truth commissions in Chile, and also on the problematization and reflection of reparation 
policies in Chile.
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Nevertheless, the political context that Mexico faces in the twenty-first centu-

ry—characterized, among other things, by the intensification and spread of sociopo-

litical violence—leads us to raise the need to reread fear in a reality that is suffering 

the ongoing effects of the so-called “war against drug trafficking”12 and in a neolib-

eral economic context, which, at the same time, allows for intersecting the proposed 

theoretical bases with the understanding of the situation and the resulting problems. 

In view of this, we gave ourselves the challenge of drafting some lines of analysis to 

shape a long-term research process on fear and sociopolitical violence, which is a 

product whose cross-cutting focus is the experience of journalists in situations of 

displacement.

The Latin American studies on the fear associated with sociopolitical violence 

have been based on the dictatorial experiences of the twentieth century and on the 

transition to democracy in Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay or on situations of war, 

insurgencies, counterinsurgencies, and paramilitarism, such as the case of 

Colombia or of some Central American countries like El Salvador, iconic in 

the theoretical production of thinkers such as Martín-Baró but also 

exemplary in the expressions of State violence against their 

populations.

The authors who narrate and theorize about sociopolitical vi-

olence based on this research study cases of exile, enforced disappearance, 

12 The definition of this category is expounded on later in this study to understand the 
context of the statement.
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and murder in which the State played a predominant role through action or collusion 

with de facto powers.

In the case of the southern cone of Latin America, the victims’ political identi-

ty had a strong influence on the criminalization of those taking part in the struggle, 

activists, and militants in the dictatorial periods. In Central America, the prolonged 

context of counterinsurgency during the 1980s and 1990s was a hotbed for systematic 

repression, murder, and the perfecting of terror strategies, among them the dirty and 

psychological war (Martín-Baró, 1990), which have been reactivated at the mercy of the 

political will of incumbent governments at different points of subsequent decades, as 

in the modern-day cases of Honduras or Nicaragua, during the last Ortega regime, and 

the numerous attacks against journalists in the most recent years of this century.

In Mexico, contemporary studies on fear and sociopolitical violence have been 

geared at studying local experiences of struggle and resistance in the face of strategies 

of fear as an exercise of neoliberal governmentality (Calveiro, 2015); public and private 

strategies of politics of fear in the framework of the dirty war and the construction of a 

media narrative through images and reports of the violence and pain, or the impact of 

the patriarchal violence against women as a highly vulnerable group since the last de-

cade of the twentieth century and within the setting of the “war against drug trafficking”:

“Also from a gender approach, Mariana Berlanga reflects on the use of images of 
violence in Mexico, suggesting that, based on the serial murders of women in Ciudad 
Juárez and other cities in the north of the country in the 1990s, it is possible to speak 
of a spectacle of violence that responds to specific mechanisms of social control.” 
(Piper & Garrido, 2015: 6)
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The contemporary history of journalistic work in Mexico is framed in a contin-

uum of sociopolitical and patriarchal violence and politics of fear. From the dirty 

war through the low-intensity war and up until the “war against drug trafficking,”13 

journalists and communicators practice their profession within and about contexts 

of violence. According to the previously cited authors, sociopolitical violence has 

grown complex in contemporary Mexico, and its study should consider the following 

characteristics in addition to the classic configuration of the category:

[…] the intertwining of public and private forms of violence, which provokes an over-
all scenario of generalized and widespread violence. The second is the existence of 
war scenarios that promote violence and fear as part of the strategies of domination. 
These matters have led the authors to think about the use of fear as part of today’s 
governmentality and as a privileged resource for establishing legislation and prac-
tices of exception that expand the repressive potential of the State and of the agents 
associated with it. (Piper & Garrido, 2015: 4).

This context creates a particular profile for those who practice this profession in 

the country: critical journalists are heroes of sorts who are accompanied by a camera, 

13 It is also called the “war against the people” as a form of criticizing the Calderón administra-
tion’s hegemonic discourse, which established the idea of presenting the murders, tortures, 
and numerous human rights violations among the whole of civil society within the context of 
militarization on a national level because of the supposed fight against drug trafficking. It 
is worth highlighting that, far from diminishing the presence of organized crime, certain 
criminal networks grew in terms of territory, while their alliances with de facto powers 
multiplied. These phenomena were accompanied by the fragmentation of organized 
crime and hired assassin groups, which exponentially increased the presence of 
armed groups—State, organized crime, and paramilitary—throughout the na-
tional territory.
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a cell phone, or sometimes only by a notebook and pen when they are out in 

the field.14 Often, they do not have safe spaces where they can write or security 

coverage to be on the streets and highways. Day after day, they narrate and analyze 

the forms of violence that have shaped the political climate for decades, the 

correlation of forces and the disputes between powers, with their “collateral 

damage,” as President Calderón described innumerable victims of human 

rights violations: individuals who were murdered, disappeared, and in-

jured by the State—due to action, omission, or acquiescence—as part of their war 

policies.

In this study, we try to portray their experiences, the meaning of life they find 

from being journalists, the impacts they have suffered, and the coping strategies they 

develop day by day to continue their lives and defend freedom of expression along 

with a systematic presentation of the environments and levels amid which they con-

struct and experience these impacts and ways of coping.

14 The recent murders of journalists Roberto Toledo and Armando Linares in 2022—just weeks apart 
from one another and both belonging to the same media outlet in Zitácuaro, Michoacán—reveal the 
logic of the vulnerability and impunity in which they live. When Linares announced Toledo’s mur-
der, he also spoke out against the fact that they do their work with only a pen and notebook, in an 
evident precariousness of labor conditions, without considerations for their security, and with high 
exposure to the local structural framework of violence. 
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Methodology



Our work views the 
politicization of fear 
by recognizing it as a 
tool of social control 
used to achieve the 
interests of groups 
of power.



This study was done using qualitative research and is based on the guiding 

thread of five stories from Mexican journalists: three men and two women from 

different states who have been victims of sociopolitical violence in Mexico 

within the last ten years and, as a result, have been forced to opt for displacement as 

a security measure, facing the risk in the town where they practiced their journalistic 

activities. Three of them had to go into exile for a period of time, a decision made after 

internal displacements, which did not suffice to ensure their protection according to 

a risk analysis.

Three of the interviewees were previously accompanied by Aluna, and two were 

suggested and contacted by colleagues in their field based on their experiences, prox-

imity, trust, and willingness to share their testimonies with us. In no respect does the 

universe of interviewees represent a quantitative sampling of the field of journalists 

in situations of forced displacement in Mexico. Rather, it seeks to offer qualitative in-

formation based on their narratives and within the framework of their location and 

intersectionality.
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The interviews were conducted in 201915 with the plan to publish this book in 2020. 

However, the context of the COVID-19 pandemic postponed and extended the analysis 

and drafting work one year more than anticipated. Once the research was concluded, 

it was shared with four of the interviewees,16 and we later discussed the results with 

each of them along with the emotions they experienced while reading and their rele-

vance two years after sharing their testimonies. This exchange of ideas is revisited in 

the conclusions, which were written based on feedback from the journalists and Aluna 

staff. Upon the request of the four interviewees, after reading and commenting on this 

book, they stated their real names in order to vindicate their experiences and as a form 

of coping, for themselves and for other colleagues who might find keys in this book 

about the impacts that the structural framework of violence has had on their lives and 

social surroundings.

To understand the context of displacement and sociopolitical and patriarchal vio-

lence they experience, we have reviewed secondary sources—reports by social organi-

zations, opinion columns, reports—published between 2019 and 2021. It is important 

15 Jessica Arellano (the author of this research) and Stefania Grasso, who are both part of Aluna’s 
advocacy area, selected the subjects and conducted and transcribed the interviews within a frame-
work of consent, safety, and confidentiality while managing their identities and the information that 
was shared.

16 Hugo, the fifth interviewee, will keep this pseudonym to protect his identity, as we could not locate 
him to return this information to him before publishing. For safety reasons and to guarantee con-
fidentiality, the names (previously pseudonyms) were changed upon the interviewed journalists’ 
request after they and the Aluna staff had read the draft. Specifications about places of origin, 
threats, and sensitive information gathered during the interviews are omitted to guarantee the 
careful handling of the testimonies.

24

The fear remains. Critical journalism in displacement and resistance



to note that, due to the serious humanitarian crisis in 

matters of the precarization of life, an increase in gener-

alized and sociopolitical violence, impunity, and attacks 

on freedom of expression, it was impossible to complete 

a literature review that reflects all the work of journalists 

and social organizations, and thus we acknowledge the 

absence of voices, approaches, and news stories among 

those that are presented here, which was never intended 

to censure or omit dialogues.

Selecting the articles and news reports has been 

a true challenge, considering sources that contribute 

to developing the literature review. Week after week, in 

the years of research, articles have appeared in critical 

media, and even in nota roja17 about the murders of 

journalists throughout the entire country—while cover-

ing news, while on the road, or in public places—, disappearances, illegal detentions, 

attacks on offices and people connected to them, as well as criminalizing discourses 

against critical journalism. The threats they receive on a daily basis along with the 

requests for security from and for the professional field are part of the media agenda 

and of the organizations of journalists in Mexico and of those who accompany them.

17  A journalism genre popular in Mexico that revolves around physical violence related to crime, ac-
cidents, and natural disasters.

Week after week, 
in the years of 

research, articles  
have appeared in 

critical media, and
even in nota roja, 
about murders of 

journalists  
throughout the  
entire country.
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The starting point in terms of theory and the organization of testimonies and 

gathered information is the psychosocial approach, which stems from liberation so-

cial psychology (Ignacio Martín-Baró) and from themes of Latin American popular ed-

ucation that draw from the Brazilian thinking of Paulo Freire and Orlando Fals Borda’s 

participatory action research. In recent years, we have revisited contributions from 

feminism under the theoretical-methodological approach of intersectionality, which 

has fostered our understanding of the impacts of sociopolitical and patriarchal vio-

lence in political subjects based on their identities and locations, which diminish or 

amplify their vulnerability before systems of oppression: patriarchal, colonial, racial, 

ethnolinguistic, and ableist, among others.

At Aluna, in nearly a decade of work as an organization, we have devel-

oped, systematized, and operated a Psychosocial Accompaniment Model 18 that 

recovers this approach and puts it into practice day after day in accompaniment, 

education, and advocacy activities. This model makes it possible to understand 

the impacts of sociopolitical violence and work on recognizing and strengthening the 

subjects’ skills so they can cope in four spheres: psycho-emotional, internal dynamics 

of the organizations or projects they participate in, their political project, and their 

security.

18 Aluna’s psychosocial approach has three fundamental pillars: sociopolitical violence, the framework 
of the enforceability of human rights, and mental health. These perspectives comprise the key  
categories of impacts and coping strategies, which are cross-cutting in our interpretation of reality, 
and in turn our theoretical and methodological proposal for interpreting whatever problem is being 
addressed (Aluna, 2017). 
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As in our accompaniment processes, these spheres are addressed on person-

al, family, community, and social levels to gain a comprehensive view of the affected 

spheres in each testimony—before, during and after the displacement—in the multiple 

areas of these journalists’ lives. The categories of impacts19 and coping strategies20 

are a line of analysis for understanding the different periods that journalists go 

through during their risk processes, the experiences of various security incidents, 

forced displacement, return, or relocation.

The chapters of this study will deal with the way impacts and coping strategies 

are constantly presented and interwoven from the individual to the social, which is the 

context that journalists face and construct on a daily basis.

The psychosocial approach is characterized by not being neutral: it takes a po-

sition on the side of the political subjects who fight for social transformation. It is 

supported by critical thinking and materializes in a praxis that consists of reflection 

19 With this concept, we are referring to the set of tensions, losses, changes, and harm caused in peo-
ple who are the objects of attacks, threats, or, for example, who are also affected by the work they 
do in contexts of political violence. Psychosocial impacts manifest in various dimensions (personal, 
family, organizational, community, and social) and in different expressions and constructions of the 
human being (emotions, thoughts, knowledge, actions, symbolisms, and even the body).

20 With this concept, we refer to the different emotional, behavioral, political, and spiritual responses, 
different ways of expressing oneself, sharing, or seeking out ways of confronting the violence.  There 
are personal coping mechanisms that reinforce the individual and collective, that are interwoven in 
order to have more integrative responses. The distinction between impacts and coping strategies 
responds more to a theoretical and analytical exercise, but in the work with victims, it is important 
to look into what each of these responses represents to them in order to find if they are experienced 
in a positive or negative way.
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and action on their concrete reality from the recognition of their own perceptions and 

knowledge, of their vision of the world, based on their decisions, their resources, their 

challenges, and their ability to create projects and alternatives and build a future of 

autonomy and freedom (Aluna, 2019: 16). 

Fear as a fundamental category in this study and for our work—its origin, in fact—

is addressed from the theoretical perspective of various authors21 who, in addition to 

interpreting its intentionality within politics of terror, politicize their experience, col-

lectivize it, and deprivatize it as an individual experience as well as reorienting their 

analysis to the background of more extensive social relations.

This research on fear in the context of sociopolitical and patriarchal violence in 

Mexico is based on Aluna’s attribute of continuous self-reflection of its work and also on 

developing a critical analysis of the systematization of our accompaniment processes, 

that contributes to developing materials for psychosocial work and their dissemina-

tion among political subjects who are committed to emancipation from situations of 

 

21 In addition to Elizabeth Lira, who was previously cited, for Luis Ibacache, a Chilean psychiatric 
doctor, fear becomes both a means and an end; that is, it is a necessary condition and a result of 
political repression. The vital threat, the absence of stable parameters on personal, group, insti-
tutional, and social levels, the growing dissolution of the boundaries between safety and danger, 
between the prohibited and the permitted, and between the real and the possible, as well as the 
difficulty of putting the sensations of threat and persecution to a reality test cause a widespread 
experience of terror and uncertainty. Ibacache explains that fear—as a situation that is created, 
planned, and exacerbated by a power—stops being a natural reaction of alarm and a purely in-
dividual experience to become the backdrop of social relationships, that is, of communication 
between people. Ibacache, L. et al., 1996. 
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sociopolitical and patriarchal violence, both on a national level and throughout Latin 

America and other places where this perspective influences social transformation.

The so-called “war against drug trafficking,” which began in 2006 with President 

Felipe Calderón and carried over into the changes in administration that followed, will 

be the backdrop onto which the reflections on the role of fear in sociopolitical violence 

will be recorded. As a starting point, it is important to recognize the following:

[…] the issue of fear involves epistemological challenges due to the superimposition 
of forms of logic that lead to the diversity of actors along with the implementation 
of tactics to achieve their interests. Therefore, the State, companies, and criminal 
groups can be involved in just one act with a diverse range of aims that may or may 
not be juxtaposed in the territorial control (in terms of narrative and population). 
This complexity makes it difficult to provide a sole explanation for the situation, 
but it also holds the State accountable for the constant violation of human rights 
(Aluna, 2018).

This epistemological clarification is relevant, provided that the way fear is addressed 

from the psychosocial approach goes beyond its psychological definition, which refers to 

the emotion an individual experiences. At Aluna, our work views the politicization of fear 

by recognizing it as a tool for social control to achieve the interests of groups of power 

through strategies such as the threat or deployment of actions of terror against the target 

population. In this sense, “fear [...] is a mechanism that causes inhibitions in those who 

engage in social struggles; that is, it limits their actions with the illusion that this will make 

it possible to avoid risks in view of possible consequences” (Aluna, 2018: 4).
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“Fear, anguish, anxiety, dread, terror, panic, fright, horror are words that refer to 

experiences unleashed by the perception of a certain or vague danger, either present or 

probable in the future, which comes from subjects’ inner world or from their surround-

ing world. The objectification of danger can lead the subject to shape it as a risk of 

vital threat... The perception that the threat is imminent can transform fear into terror 

or panic.” (Lira, 1987). From this engaged research study, Aluna begins with a context 

analysis that converses with this perspective 

as a way of dignifying and transforming fear 

and pain into the pursuit of social justice.

At Aluna, we position ourselves from a 

human rights focus, which is why the interpre-

tation of fear is always dialectically related to 

the political context within the framework of 

enforceability in relation to the State for its 

vigilance and compliance. The recognition of 

the socio-affective dimension of the harm 

done to individuals is joined by the interpre-

tation of organizational processes and of the 

structure of the social fabric in which the im-

pacts of sociopolitical violence occur.

Violence, fear, 
their impacts, 
and ways of 
coping are 
experienced 
and embodied 
differently in 
different bodies 
and lives.
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This perspective makes it possible to assume this research as part of our psycho-

social accompaniment processes from a reflexive epistemological position: becoming 

an active subject of the context in order to recognize and validate the emotions and 

lives of the accompanied individuals, who, at the same time, are also recognized as po-

litical subjects, thus disturbing the quantitative logic of the discourse of victims being 

the collateral damage of the violence of the war in Mexico, where harm, fear, and pain 

are made invisible as a numeric record of the war, thus failing to recognize the psycho-

social impact of the sociopolitical and patriarchal violence embodied by human rights 

defenders and journalists and held within the social fabric.

The intersectional approach allows us to understand and address the diverse 

range of the political subjects with whom we work, beginning by recognizing that vio-

lence, fear, their impacts, and ways of coping are experienced and embodied differently 

in different bodies and lives, depending on variables such as sex-gender diversity, age, 

civil status, race, ethnicity, profession, family role (caretaker, primary financial provider, 

father or mother), socioeconomic situation, class, relationships, the social fabric that 

surrounds and sustains them, and physical disabilities, among other possible combi-

nations that shape their personhood and careers as journalists.

The interviewees’ testimonies served as a guiding thread that interweaves the 

results of this research. They are presented and analyzed in an order that tries to es-

tablish a dialogue between the experiences shared in the interviews and Aluna’s psy-

chosocial approach. 

Methodology

31



The interviews were opened with a basic script that allowed us to explore and re-

cord the journalists’ experiences in three phases of the process of displacement: their 

experience of fear, impacts, and ways of coping as well as the particular interpretation 

of the context—local, state, and national—that each of them carries out in their work 

and that allows us to understand how fear and violence are perceived and signified at 

the time the interview.

Likewise, each journalist has different interpretations of risk based on their cur-

rent condition (threat, displacement, return, being on a break from working or working 

actively, relocation), their life process, and the individual and collective strategies 

that they have adopted to cope with violence, resignify it, and live 

with (and beyond) it. The selection of the universe of key interview-

ees, which created the base for the qualitative data, was based on 

the intention of presenting a diverse range of voices whose 

journalistic activity represented a risk that had result-

ed in different life conditions at the time of the inter-

view and the reflection.
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Nostalgia, 
Uprootedness,  

and Reconstruction:
Experiences 

of Forced 
Displacement



The testimonies 
present constant 
efforts between 
pursuing social justice 
and negotiating to 
stay alive and continue 
practicing their 
profession.



Below, we present a narrative that interweaves the testimonies and divides them 

into sections that explore the three phases of their experiences of forced dis-

placement, beginning with the social and political meaning of the work of jour-

nalism and the reasons that led them to leave their locations as a strategy to save their 

lives. At this initial stage, the motivations and context in which journalism is practiced 

in contemporary Mexico are addressed in addition to exploring fear as a response to 

the violence that is experienced but also as a factor that mobilizes political subjects 

to create strategies for survival, for resistance, and for restructuring their political, 

professional, and life projects.

Forced displacement, as a borderline situation and a second phase of the pro-

cess, allows us to explore many of the impacts that have been experienced in detail—

uncertainty, the pain of uprootedness, of “losing everything”22 —from the viewpoint 

of the intersectionality that characterizes each person. In parallel, the testimonies 

22 Many of those who have experienced forced displacement, in addition to the interviewees, tend 
to use this phrase when they narrate what they have left behind. Losing everything does not only 
refer to abandoning their home, place of origin, and material possessions; in many cases, the loss 
involves cutting off contact with their close contacts, losing custody of their children, abandoning 
their life projects, and going out on their own with uncertainty and, sometimes, a small amount of 
luggage. 
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revealed other aspects of the issue: the precarization of journalistic work, the difficult 

search for support, the role of government institutions, the profession’s vulnerability 

when facing local actors—including the media—, and the local deterioration which are 

outlined in their stories.

One point to emphasize, found as an (unexpected) result of this research, is that 

organized crime had a leading role in all the testimonies. Whether acting as an inde-

pendent agent or in collusion with local or state governments and economic groups, 

this actor is present in all the cases, within the context of the sociopolitical violence 

documented by the journalists and as their direct aggressors. This factor speaks of 

the reconfiguration of de facto powers on the local scale in Mexico; the connivance  

of criminality among various sectors, actors, and professions; and the relevant role 

they have in view of the guarantees of critical journalism’s freedom of expression.

Finally, the last sections portray the ways journalists have tried to reconstruct 

their life projects, where the continuity of their profession is put into question, cen-

sorship and self-censorship as a last resort for carrying on with life, the cyclical and 

constant uncertainty about their places of residence, and also the 

lessons and resignifications that have developed in their life 

experience.
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COMMUNICATING AMID RISK AND THREAT 
Patricia, who has been an investigative journalist for over a decade, has defined herself 

as a kamikaze at different points in her life when describing her work as a journalist. 

There may be no better metaphor to relate the critical practice of investigation and com-

munication in countries at war or with high levels of sociopolitical violence: kamikazes, 

the Japanese planes used during World War Two, loaded with explosive arsenal that had 

the aim of crashing—with their pilots who voluntarily steered them from inside—to fight 

the enemy.

For decades, the practice of critical journalism in Mexico has been marked by this 

logic: denounce, raise awareness, and attack the sources of inequality in this country—

produced by the government and de facto powers on local, state, national, and inter-

national levels. In most cases, this practice is a simile for piloting a plane that is about 

to crash in an effort to practice one’s profession. While communicators are not part of 

the power dynamics, they end up in the middle of the violence, even as direct victims.

It is worth emphasizing that, for years, Mexico has been considered “one of the 

most dangerous countries for practicing journalistic work” (Reporters Without Bor-

ders, 2022), recording levels of attacks similar to countries that are openly at war, 

such as Syria. Murder represents the most tragic tip of a vast array of aggressions they 

suffer. In 2020 and 2021, different types of aggressions against the press in Mexico 

were recorded: 31% were intimidation and harassment (smear campaigns and acts of 

physical, verbal, or digital intimidation among them); threats represent nearly 15% 
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of the aggressions, including threats against the individuals’ integrity, against their 

lives, presenting legal actions against them, and sexual violence in the case of women 

(ARTICLE 19, 2021). It is worth noting that being a woman and a journalist implies a 

double vulnerability in a country where sociopolitical violence is added to patriarchal 

violence, which is expressed in gender-based attacks.23 

In a way, the other four journalists who were interviewed share this sense of her-

oism along with recognizing the important social role that their profession assumes. 

For Julio César, communicating is a way of helping the population of his municipality 

and state, a way of strengthening the social fabric and coordinating support from and 

for the people. Hugo, who started covering “the violence” in the north of the country 

in 2008, felt a strong commitment to his colleagues at all times along with the respon-

sibility to inform despite the exhaustion and risk that has kept him from returning to 

his state. In Yanely’s case, she cannot imagine practicing another profession, although 

she is also looking to undertake projects for  women’s rights defense. Meanwhile, at 

the time of the interview in 2019, Julio Omar was experiencing his displacement in 

fear, with post-traumatic stress, and in incessant periods of isolation even though, 

at the beginning of his journalism career in northeast Mexico, he had said that, “The 

truth is, if you do good work and don’t get yourself into trouble, nothing will happen 

to you.” 

In these cases—despite differences in age, gender, and family and life situations—

there are some points in common: journalism practiced long term and, simultaneously, 

23 Geografía de la Violencia contra Periodistas [Geography of Violence against Journalists], CIMAC A.C. Avail-
able at: https://cartografia-cimac.uwazi.io/

38

The fear remains. Critical journalism in displacement and resistance



as a source of family income; the ethical social commitment acquired or expressed 

through this profession with the aim of raising awareness and denouncing situations 

of local, state, and national violence; the vulnerability in their professional practice, 

which places them in situations of risk and, gradually, in the need to leave their states—

and even the country—to safeguard their integrity; and finally, the fear experienced as 

a point of inflection in their lives.

When I had to leave the state or the country, I still did not recognize 
the fear. I think it took me around eight months to recognize it, after 
an entire process. And yes, of course it’s fear, and now I do recog-
nize it, but in a serene way... Also because the field of journalism is 
rather mean-spirited. I think we’re sort of savage. Suddenly saying, 
“I’m afraid,” “I liked my work,” or “I won an award” creates negative 
impacts among the profession. You don’t have the right to feel, or cry, 
or anything. There have been bosses or editors who have said this to 
other reporters. “Well, if you cry, you’re not cut out for this.” So, fear 
is hard to recognize in a journalist. That’s why you don’t see risks (...). 
(Patricia)

In her work, Elizabeth Lira (1991) explains that, in contexts of sociopolitical violence, 

“everyone” is subjectively targeted by the construction of fear and threat, even though 

they are only real for some. For Lira, the context is what is established by the socio-

political violence, while fear is the subjective reality that the subject and the society  
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experience based on this reality.24 They are interconnected and mutually 

dependent.

Reintroducing this author to understand the experience of critical 

journalism in Mexico, we observe how this professional field raises aware-

ness of our country’s bloodiest reality, but they also suffer from it—as trauma 

that accumulates when observing it daily and for prolonged periods—, and then 

they end up experiencing it firsthand by becoming political subjects in the context 

that they are documenting.

I had horrible nightmares about the dead people I would see on the 
boards, and I developed a phobia of the smell. For example, when 
you take public transportation and you’re holding onto the handrail, and 
the sweat from your hand gives off a rank smell, that’s how blood smells 
when it’s dry. And so, when I would smell this, I would go a day without 
eating, because if I just barely got a whiff of it, I wouldn’t be able to eat. 
So, I told my editor, “You know what. I don’t want to do this anymore. 
Don’t pay me for this. Being exposed [to these things] is hurting me. I 
can’t be here.” And then my children were born, and I said, “No, I have 
to get away from this environment of seeing pieces over here, or seeing 
who this arm belongs to. I’ve had enough. I’m leaving.” (Julio César)

24 Based on her study about the relationship between political threat and fear in the context of the 
Chilean dictatorship, Elizabeth Lira (1991: 16) expresses that “one’s own fear is a subjective reality.” 
In this way, fear becomes people’s daily, inherent, and natural way of life.
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Mariana Berlanga (2015) explains that, along with the normalization of violence 

in Mexico and the custom of living in horror on a daily basis, the spectacle of violence 

has proliferated. She speaks of constructing a media discourse through images that, far 

from raising awareness and achieving the task of providing evidence of the State’s role 

as either an aggressor or an accomplice, end up constructing a narrative in which violent 

acts are normalized, horror is naturalized (of feminicides, in particular), and a spectacle 

is produced that provides content for the discourse of “collateral damage.”

The media reproduces the images of the violence. They take it to the people and 

reiterate it as if it were an unquestionable reality. We can say that, from the repetition of 

the act but also from the reproduction of the images that show its effects in great detail, 

violence has been “naturalized.” We have become indifferent to the repetition of a phe-

nomenon that should upset us, because in this context, insensitivity is a form of survival 

(Berlanga, 2015: 110).

In this spectacle of violence, journalists are caught between multiple interests: 

society’s interest to be informed, the interests of de facto powers regarding the terri-

tories and their deployment of terror among the population, and, in many cases, the 

media’s interest in selling their reports. In this way, journalism’s professional context 

incorporates the violence, pain, and fear that are socially experienced as part of their 

daily lives.
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“[...] and you start to get into it but without paying attention to what 
you’re feeling, because it’s your obligation, like a moral need, and you 
start getting more involved, but [the priority] is always someone else’s 
story.” (Patricia).

When investigating the reasons why the field of critical and independent journal-

ism is attacked, we can confirm that they are disrupting the power structures they mon-

itor in their journalistic work and those they follow up on in their reporting. For many 

of them, in addition to being a source of employment, writing is the only way to raise 

awareness of what is happening on a local level—and what is happening is a systemic 

violation of human rights, extensive media coverage in the nota roja genre, a presence 

of criminal groups, deaths, feminicides, disappearances, searches for graves, hardships 

from megaprojects that go against civil society, and political clashes between govern-

ment groups and de facto powers, as well as contexts of hunger, precariousness, a lack 

of basic services, and social demands. Hugo narrates his process of joining the field of 

journalism and the context in which he works:

So, I was hired as a reporter. I thought it would only last a year or 
two, but I got caught up in [...] covering the violence. When I started 
in 2008, there was terrible violence. Even though we’ve had periods 
over these last eleven years in which the violence has gone down 
in a way, the truth is that it’s always there: [that] city [is the] most 
violent in the whole [state]. So, the pace of the work was really, well, 
really fast. And very, well, it’s really intense to cover everything that’s 

42

The fear remains. Critical journalism in displacement and resistance



happening in terms of violence, homicides, forced disappearances 
[...] And well, I got caught up in covering criminal matters in general, 
and I spent years doing that [...].

As they constantly denounce and raise awareness of daily situations of injustice 

and social inequality, some journalists start to create a reputation, which backs up their 

credibility and professional ethics but also gives them an enemy profile from the per-

spective of the powers that depend on silence and impunity to uphold the status quo. 

So, in this environment where all the action is, they suddenly find out 
about a media outlet or a journalist who will publish them, about an 
opening, and they put their trust and hope in you. And so, there’s all 
this, and since your life is...my life was settled. I don’t have millions 
or all the luxuries, but my life was settled. I have a peaceful family. 
We were fine. You know? There was no need to get involved. So, you 
start seeing all this, and you can’t remain oblivious, and so you start 
to get involved but without paying attention to what you’re feeling. 
(Patricia)

In this regard, many of the interviewed journalists told us they did not under-

stand why they were attacked, as they consider themselves innocent. Meanwhile the 

true criminals are free, and they are the ones who attack them and keep them from 

living their lives in safety. In the north of the country, as in all the documented regions, 

the presence of organized crime groups is a latent risk factor. In addition to covering 
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violence, journalists often have to carry out negotiations—or make truces—with these 

actors, who seek to influence the media agenda and control what is published. Hugo 

narrates the constant tensions between the groups of power and the defense of his 

work, even having to negotiate his coverage in a setting of local organized crime groups 

that are at odds with each other.

And that’s as far as I got: “In exchange for doing this, I need you all to 
respect my life.” Right? “Okay, that’s fine, but don’t publish that shit 
again.” And I told the other group the same thing. “Look, I already 
helped you guys...and I’m not a criminal. I’m not one of the bad guys. 
Don’t try to act like it’s a level playing field, because I’m not a hitman, 
I’m a journalist.”

On multiple occasions in accompaniment spaces for journalists from Mexico and 

Central America facilitated by Aluna, this expression has come up: “I am not a delin-

quent. We are not criminals.” Yet, journalists have similar experiences everywhere: the 

presence of threats when documenting situations of injus-

tice, the pressure from groups of power to silence their voices 

or try to impose their agenda, the harassment, and the crim-

inalization based on their practice of freedom of expression. 

Journalistic work is a high-risk activity in this country.

As Sara Mendiola (director of Centro de Investigación y 

Capacitación Propuesta Cívica, 2018) expresses, criminalizing 

a journalist means criminalizing the interests of an entire 

Journalistic 
work is a 
high-risk 
activity in this 
country.
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society. Exercising this type of violence against journalists because of their research 

and informative work upholds effects that transgress against rights and represents a 

step backward in democratic construction. Often, this can start with criminalization or 

judicial harassment and then become a threat until even resulting in serious human 

rights violations, such as the murder or forced disappearance of those who practice 

journalism.

The context analysis carried out by the interviewed journalists shows the multi-

scale complexity of addressing sociopolitical violence in Mexico as well as the diver-

sity of actors and their alliances, according to the political and territorial demarcation 

that is observed. On a federal level, the structure of the government and the de facto 

powers—organized crime, the media, and private macroeconomic interests—frames 

power relations and the correlation of forces that defines the exercise of the freedom 

of expression as well as actions to defend and protect journalists and human rights 

defenders. In every case, being exposed to a clear disadvantage and vulnerability be-

fore the structural framework of violence led them to consider forced displacement as 

a measure for dealing with their risk assessment.

There’s a godawful shock there, for starters... You have to be taking 
care of everyone. You don’t know when they’ll come to assault you 
or want to hurt you. And, really, I don’t want to live like that, afraid, 
which is why I decided to say, screw it, if I can leave my state, why not 
leave Mexico? (Julio Omar)
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Sociopolitical violence in Mexico is framed by structural economic and political 

processes such as privatization—of services and territories—and the formation of bi-

national security agreements, with the United States, and the resulting militarization 

of public security and paramilitarization as part of the so-called “war against drug 

trafficking.” These actions “[...] are part of the maneuvers of occupying territories and 

attacking the population that use horror as a mechanism of social control through 

arbitrary detention, forced disappearances, torture, and extrajudicial executions” 

(Aluna, 2017: 2).

According to human rights organizations and international bodies, by 2020, the 

victims of national sociopolitical violence had amounted to over 90,000 disappeared 

people (Weiss, 2021), more than 300,000 murdered, and 346,000 displaced (Rea, 2020). 

For human rights defenders and journalists, this context grows more complex with the 

harassment and attacks that are geared specifically at them—deprivation of freedom, 

arbitrary detention, extrajudicial executions, and forced disappearance—and the un-

derlying impunity in these events (Aluna, 2017).

I’m going to tell you about when [my municipality] went to hell. 
Everything was over, it ended. Imagine you’re watching a series, and 
then it just ends. [...] That was after the hitmen arrived. I said, “I’m not 
doing anything else. I’m sick and tired of this. I want to be good, and 
they’re not letting me, dammit.” And I closed myself up in my house 
and got out my video game. I have a bit of savings. Let them kill each 
other, I thought. Meanwhile, a massacre was happening outside like 
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never before. They murdered my friends, and I was shut up inside. 
I couldn’t even go to the wake, that says everything, because they 
couldn’t look at me. And at some point, I thought, am I going to live 
closed up inside like this? Am I okay here, like a miser? And no, well 
no, I’m not going to be comfortable like this. (Julio César)

Subsequent figures show an increase in the intensity of political repression during 

the six-year presidential term of Enrique Peña Nieto, as well as it being made invisible 

by the State. Unfortunately, the trend in these numbers has not decreased during the 

first years of Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s administration, and the field of critical 

and independent journalism has remained among the victims of the attacks on a na-

tional level.

The prevailing impunity and political violence form a pairing that breaks away 

from the referentiality of rule of law in Mexico, before which victims and organizations 

are absorbed in processes of frustration, powerlessness, and despair, accompanied by 

the exponential increase of situations that put their personal integrity at risk in the 

face of the State and private actors that operate in complicity with authorities on the 

different levels of the government (Aluna, 2017). 

The social control of the territory and population entailed in the dynamics of 

violence and fear is not only objective but also symbolic, which involves construct-

ing fixed narratives that seem unquestionable. The media is another arena 

within the aforementioned complexity because, at par with militarization, 

it continually displays the development of sociopolitical violence 
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through images with high degrees of cruelty, such as murders, torture, and mutila-

tions. We can call this “narrative control,” and we see it as having two prongs: those 

who consume information and those who produce it. The explicit violence exposed in 

the media involves normalizing unjust relations, criminalizing certain sectors of soci-

ety, inflicting terror, and legitimizing the use of force (Aluna, 2018: 5).

On a national level, victim care agencies and legislative reforms are indicators 

of some government openness regarding the issue. Meanwhile, on a local level, the 

scenario grows far more complex and adverse for those who practice journalism. The 

wide variety of public and private actors—and of their internal interests and con-

flicts—shapes the battlefield, where the work of providing evidence of these disputes 

and naming the political actors practically becomes a death sentence for critical 

journalism. As Rivero (2019) states in his column in the independent media outlet 

Desinformémonos:

In recent years, the work of human rights defenders and journalists has been the last 
line of defense against the predatory actions of criminal power, economic power, and 
political power. When these entities act, they do so in a coordinated fashion, forming 
a mafia-like triad that, in accordance with the circumstances, operates as a de facto 
power or a legally constituted authority. In the latter case, their criminal actions are 
backed by the legitimacy granted to them by law.

Hugo asserts that the inherent risk citizens face merely by living in a country “at 

war against drug traffickers, where [...] simply walking along the street is a risk” adds to 

this complex reality. Thus, we can state that:
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The violence complies with a strategy of social control to uphold power and impose 
economic, political, and military interests that is based on instilling terror through 
threats, criminalization, harassment, arbitrary detention, forced disappearances, 
torture, executions, feminicides, territorial dispossession, and forced displacement, 
as well as through structural reforms at the service of neoliberal interests (Aluna, 
2019: 39).

Within this framework, the recorded testimonies present journalistic work as a 

constant effort between pursuing social justice and the contant negotiations to stay 

alive and continue practicing their profession. These negotiations present themselves 

on different levels. First, in convincing themselves to carry on with the work despite 

the adverse context and the solitude and isolation that this job demands for writing, a 

characteristic pointed out by all the interviewees.

I couldn’t take the pressure anymore. I spoke to someone and told 
them that I felt really bad [...] “I’m here alone with all of this, and now 
I can see that they really want to hurt me. They’re trying to set me 
up.” And this person replied with something that [at the time] made 
me feel really bad, something like, “Well that’s the risk of doing this 
kind of work. We know what might happen.” And that’s when I said, 
well, I’m alone, and it’s up to me. I have to find the way to save myself. 
(Yanely)

A second level of constant negotiation takes place between journalists and the 

media outlets where they work. This could be as independent journalists when trying 

to sell their articles—without the backing of any institution or company, and therefore 
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without health insurance, a regular salary, or basic working conditions. It could also 

be as part of an independent media outlet, generally overexposed as well and with 

financial and political limitations for guaranteeing their integrity before, during, and 

after coverage. Or, they could be hired by a corporation that has a media agenda and 

that does not consider situations of risk, accumulated exhaustion, overexposure to vi-

olence, or intersectionality and the many other vulnerabilities that each person faces. 

Covering the report becomes a kind of individual battle in which all that sustains them 

at times are their high demands and commitment.

Much of the time—I’m not making generalizations—there are very few 
media outlets that actually give the option of resting, of listening, but 
most of them don’t. And the other thing is that, when fear is men-
tioned [it’s denied]: “No, no, not at all. I know. I mean, if I know the 
people from there and they look after me, they protect me, and I do 
what I need to do...” Or, they disguise it with anger toward authorities: 
“No, those lowlifes aren’t going to move... It has to be said because 
not everyone will say it.” And that’s where the fear is disguised, amid 
the anxiety, amid the outrage, amid the resistance to leaving. (Patricia)

A third level of transactions is tied to gathering information. While it has been 

said that journalism is primarily and traditionally a solitary profession,25 paradoxically, 

25 In recent years, networks of independent journalists have emerged and grown stronger on local, 
state, and national levels (and even regional in Central America) with the aim of collaborating in a 
coordinated fashion, with greater coverage and safety conditions, and of supporting each other with 
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it requires building a social fabric along with solid and trust-based relationships with 

the information sources. In all thecases, the testimonies reveal a high degree of com-

mitment to the sources when dealing with people from their towns that contribute 

information in acts of solidarity, which often results in a sense of heroism in return 

within this constructed fabric, and in guilt in cases when they cannot meet social or 

self-imposed expectations.

However, a fourth type of negotiation when gathering and revealing informa-

tion is situated in contexts in which organized crime or political actors intervene in 

the journalistic agenda. The interviewees for this research were from four regions of 

the country (north, northeast, west, and southwest), and each region had an active 

presence of organized crime groups that—through intimidation, threat, detention, or 

attacks on the individual or family—aimed to influence the type of information they 

could or should bring to light.

Yanely narrates one of the first experiences of violence against her when she 

touched on private interests in her coverage in the southwest of the country.

For this, after they detained me at their headquarters, at their bar-
racks, the report came out the next day, because I was able to escape 
from there. I was able to leave after talking to them and calming 
them down and all. I left with threats and with instructions about 
how I should work on my reports and that the information should go 

the impacts of the structural framework of violence and in demanding justice, truth, and repara-
tions for the harm done.
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through them first. I got out of there, and I’m the type of person who, 
if someone tells me “don’t do it,” I do it... And well, I did it. I wrote the 
report about what had happened there. I made it public, and the next 
day they detain a vendor, a newspaper vendor, and they shout at him, 
“Motherfuckers! I told that stupid woman not to publish this, and it’s 
like you guys are just waiting for the narcos to come and fuck you up.”

Like many other critical journalists and those from independent media outlets in 

Mexico, Yanely filed a report with the state attorney’s office but did not receive a favor-

able reply. They told her it was not legitimate, and they could not guarantee any govern-

ment action for her protection or for access to justice. As in other testimonies, the jour-

nalist narrates the existence of political ties with organized crime groups among the 

municipal and state governments on a local level. In view of this, and as in many cases, 

the only institutional option is to take the report to federal authorities, where there is 

heavy bureaucracy as well as long wait times. At the time of the interview, Yanely had 

been waiting for the judgment on the threats for two and a half years, despite having 

presented evidence to incriminate the person who had made the threats against her.

According to ARTICLE 19 (2021: 03), these acts of aggression “aim to produce a 

reaction of inhibition and self-censorship in journalists.” From Aluna’s psychosocial 

approach, we call this intentionality of harm, that is, the construction of a strategy 

of terror that pushes political subjects to the limit with the aim of invalidating their 

projects or their lives, of breaking ties and the social fabric, and, accordingly, of im-

posing the interests of the dominant economic, social, or political group.
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And so, you sort of start to invalidate yourself a bit, or you start 
pushing emotions and everything aside and... well, you get stuck in 
the middle of shootings, you interview victims who tell you terrible 
things, you know? And then suddenly you’re someone’s last hope 
that their case will be heard, made known, because [...] they were 
disappeared, they took away their land and 
everything, and when they tried to sue, the 
people who received the complaints were 
the perpetrators themselves, for example. 
(Patricia)

Correa (2020: 36) writes that fear has many di-

mensions, adding: “Most of the time, journalists are 

very lonely. While some of them work for media 

companies, they do not usually receive protec-

tion. Moreover, they work in a very competitive 

system, which means they live out the emotional 

impacts in solitude."
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DID FEAR SAVE ME?
From Aluna’s psychosocial viewpoint, we can assert that fear has a dual 

role: It is a social control strategy that follows the logic of politics of state ter-

ror, and, at the same time, it has a psycho-emotional effect on the individual and 

collective, and as such plays a transformative role in people’s lives. For some 

journalists, fear is that trigger that drives them to change, to save their lives 

and those of their families through coping strategies, which range from 

lowering their profile as communicators to displacing themselves as 

a last resort to safeguard their integrity. 

Julio Omar, who has experienced multiple and serious at-

tacks on his life and family estate, in addition to recurring 

threats, narrates that it was precisely fear that made him move 

away from his place of origin, leaving his family, house, and job behind: 

Well, the fear [that I felt], at first, to leave, to make the decision to come 
here. Obviously, the fear of dying, but it’s not so much of dying, it’s that 
they’ll hurt your family, or that someone near you will die because of 
you. It’s that fear. Because when someone is in a situation like that, it’s 
like you don’t feel afraid anymore, and even more so [...] when a family 
member goes before you, someone you really love, like the case was 
with my dad, well you lose the fear in a way, but I wouldn’t be able to 
handle it if they were to do something to my kids. That’s a huge fear.
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Being a father or mother, as in all the documented cases, was a fundamental fac-

tor when taking this measure. While it is important not to homogenize the experience 

of fear, its impacts, and ways of coping, it is worth highlighting that the intersectional 

viewpoint allows for gaining an in-depth understanding of the actors’ subjective and 

specific reasons in order to react to the contexts of violence.

As mentioned in the methodology section, three of the interviewees were pre-

viously accompanied by Aluna in their process of working on the psychosocial im-

pacts and developing coping strategies. In the interview analysis, it was possible 

to observe a significant difference in how those who had received psychosocial 

accompaniment elaborated on the experience of fear compared to those who had 

not. According to their testimonies, the accompaniment process had allowed 

them to resignify what had happened, to be capable of stating the experiences 

and understanding the logic of terror that the events correspond to within the 

framework of sociopolitical violence.

Patricia, who received psychosocial accompaniment from Aluna, narrates this 

resignification of fear in that she no longer describes it as a paralyzing element but 

rather as a tool for understanding the context and the ways it had negatively affected 

her life or as an alert for taking preventive actions or reacting to external threats:

[...] And how do you make friends with fear? I don’t mean staying 
afraid. Make friends in the sense of using it as a tool, as a weapon, 
that you know where it is. [...] When you name it, the anxiety lessens. 
You stop seeing headless monsters. For example, when they tell you, 

Nostalgia, Uprootedness, and Reconstruction

55



“Oh, but the crime... poor Mexico, it will never get back on its feet. The 
organized crime...” Well, no. When you start to understand that this 
is exactly what they want, to paralyze professional fields, to paralyze 
people, to paralyze communities so they can keep doing what they’re 
doing with impunity. Obviously, there are very clear heads that are not 
the criminal groups, or that they are through the governments, and so 
when you name it and you find whom to focus on and make demands 
from, it lessens, the fear takes shape...and then it’s like a tool that 
helps you know how to lay out your strategy, your work, and that’s it.

As Berlanga (2015) and Calveiro (2015) mention, and revisiting the foundations of 

the psychosocial approach, fear acts as an instrument to control the population in this 

context of the “war against drug trafficking” in Mexico, within the framework of a neo-

liberal governmentality that links economy, population, and security with technologies 

and procedures that are meant to manage people’s behavior. This strategy is framed by 

a “economic–business–corporate rationality” that has “[...] consistency in the politics of 

fear from the public-private networks, which connect legal and illegal circuits as well as 

strategies used to go beyond fear, deploy resistance, and, especially, construct power 

and politics from the margins” (Calveiro, 2015: 35).

This is what produces the power, impunity, and obvious collusion between or-

ganized crime groups, de facto powers, and governments that operate through net-

works of power within the State and in its margins. As we have stated in other stud-

ies, the contemporary Mexican context is characterized by structural, sociopolitical, 
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and patriarchal violence. The specificity of its manifestations take shape according 

to the sectors and social actors in which it materializes. Human rights defenders, 

women, and journalists have become highly vulnerable groups in the face of de facto 

powers, the different levels of government, companies with geo-strategic interests in 

territories and natural resources, and organized crime, among others.

We are living through a low-intensity war with an economic undercurrent. They 
are handing over our financial resources, and they commit serious human rights 
violations, which are increasingly more frequent. They are making us, the whole 
population, grow accustomed to violence so they can normalize what happens. The 
terror that paramilitary groups, narcotrafficking, and organized crime create has 
been used to instill terror in the population and create social control, and the State 
washes its hands. (Aluna, 2019: 35)

Returning to Clemencia Correa (2009), by imposing fear, little by little, the power 

starts to confuse society, the cohesion of social groups is questioned, the construc-

tion of alternative politics is dissolved. The power creates a circle of terror (destruc-

tion of the social fabric and moral conscience), impunity (injustice, lies, subjugation), 

silence (growing accustomed to it, acceptance, connivance, living with it). In a repres-

sive State, which uses fear and terror as a way to control the population, the meaning 

of truth is disfigured, losing its original sense of clarity; truth and reality are turned 

into a truth that has been imposed and manipulated by the tormentor, by the power. 

There is an intention for confusion to exist among society, for there to be a lack of 

faith in the constructed benchmarks, for impunity to reign. The new reality and truth 

are manipulated by official propaganda, by the power’s media (Correa, 2009).
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DISPLACEMENT AS A BORDERLINE SITUATION
As addressed in the introduction, the problem of forced displacement and exile com-

prises three phases: before, during, and after. The first phase, which was presented ear-

lier, includes the situations of risk and experiences of sociopolitical violence that lead 

to the decision to move elsewhere. Among the interviewed journalists, as well as the 

consulted secondary sources, the most commonly experienced aggressions are accu-

sations, threats, discrediting, criminalization, attempts on their lives and those of their 

families or close environment, attacks on their property, torture and sexual torture, and 

withholding and deprivation of freedom.

While the aggressions tend to gradually escalate, in some cases, we find direct 

aggressions that appear from early on. This was the case for Yanely, who was groped 

in a clear expression of gender-based violence 

at an event she was covering. In all the docu-

mented cases, the journalists accumulate a 

wide repertoire of experienced aggressions un-

til they recognize their vulnerability, or that of 

their family, and decide to change their place 

of residence, occasionally on the suggestion of 

colleagues or people who are close to them.

Julio Omar, who witnessed the death of 

one of his guards who was attempting to save 

his life, tells us about when he left—at first, 

Recognizing the 
risk is not easy, as 
in most cases it 
entails demonstrating 
one’s vulnerability 
and triggering 
emotions related 
to the possibility of 
death.
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practically involuntarily—but facing the borderline situation that he was exposed to 

after three attempts on his and his family’s lives.

No, well I obviously [left], because the mechanism26 was what brought 
me here. They were the first to say, “Do you want security?” “No, I 
don’t trust the government.” And then later I told them I did, because 
in the second [attack] I said, “There’s not going to be a third.” In re-
ality, if the guards hadn’t been there, I think I wouldn’t be counting 
the third one. So, I didn’t know that the psychological process, so 
to speak, was going to affect me, [...] but exactly six months later, I 
started to have cases of tachycardia, lightheadedness. I would get 
lost one block away from my house... So, these situations obvious-
ly disturbed me. I would end up at the hospital, and they would do 
tests, costly analyses, and I would pay for them.

Most of the journalists who were interviewed did not consider displacement to 

be an option. They were even unaware that the Mechanism of Protection could support 

them in this way. Others, who were familiar with the mechanism and the possibility of 

moving, did not believe their situation was as serious as that of other colleagues, and 

so they did not feel their cases qualified for requesting this measure or even for being 

recognized as victims of violence.

26 In reference to the Mecanismo de Protección para Personas Defensoras de Derechos Humanos y 
Periodistas [Mechanism of Protection for Human Rights Defenders and Journalists]
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Recognizing the risk is not easy, as in most cases, it involves demonstrating one’s 

own vulnerability and triggering emotions related to the possibility of death. This is how, 

in numerous cases, someone can detect or observe another person’s risk but not their 

own. In all cases, this process entails experiencing and recognizing extreme situations 

of aggression against them and their close network, the deaths of their colleagues, or 

threats targeting their families, which pushes them to leave and seek out strategies to 

confront sociopolitical violence.

While the Mechanism of Protection is a response from the federal government to 

the aggressions toward journalists and human rights defenders, in its operation, it has 

reproduced practices and conditions that violate the security and dignity of those who 

are under its protection. A paradigmatic case of this situation is the murder of the inde-

pendent journalist Lourdes Maldonado, who covered matters of politics and corruption 

in Baja California, on January 23, 2022 in the city of Tijuana.

According to the organization ARTICLE 19, Maldonado had suffered multiple  

attacks at different points, which were replicated days before her murder. The jour-

nalist had been dealing with a labor lawsuit since 2013, which is why she requested 

attention for her case at a morning conference with President López Obrador in 2019,27 

27 “Sir, moreover, I am also here to ask for your support, help, and labor justice, as I even fear for my 
life, because this lawsuit with him has been going on for six years, and the judgment of the Federal 
Conciliation Board was in my favor. Yet, not long ago, the case was returned and, three weeks ago, 
it came back totally against me. So, I have come here to ask for this support, this justice, and I am 
doing this because it is regarding a strong political figure who does not intend to pay me, and far 
from it. I even filed a writ of amparo. But I am doing this because it is in regard to your senator on 
leave, your super delegation coordinator, the next candidate for the governor of Baja California,  
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which was in addition to having taken security measures since 2021 as part of the State 

Protection System for Journalists. Despite the high risk she was in, being part of the 

protection system, the escalation of the complaint before the president, the corruption 

and impunity in her lawsuit, and the security incidents in early 2022, Lourdes Maldona-

do, along with another seven representatives of the field, are now part of the alarming 

and lamentable list of journalists murdered in Mexico for practicing their profession in 

just the first ten weeks of 2022.

The experience of some of the interviewed journalists, along with multiple denun-

ciations from social organizations and journalistic sources, reveal omissions and chal-

lenges in the consideration of a comprehensive protection plan. For example, without 

considering a comprehensive security plan for the person and their family and commu-

nity environment, the centrality of employing “tough measures”—such as using a panic 

button (which often does not work because the telecommunication device loses its sig-

nal or because there is no response when it is activated)—or the assigned guards’ lack 

of training not only make the journalist vulnerable but also revictimize this person and 

perpetuate the situation of risk.

Mr. Jaime Bonilla. That is why I’m here, asking for your support, because you have said that taking 
away or not paying employees’ salaries is unjust and even a sin, sir. And I know that, facing the 
corruption of the Federal Conciliation Board and what I am now experiencing in Tijuana with this 
powerful figure, there is nothing or little…there is nothing I can do without your support, Mr. Pres-
ident. Thank you very much.” To which, President López Obrador responded: “Look, regarding this 
matter, I will ask Jesús Ramírez, who is the Social Communications Coordinator, to assist you, so they 
will support you, to ask for justice. So there is no influentialism. So that actions are taken within the 
framework of the law” (ARTICLE19, 2022). 

Nostalgia, Uprootedness, and Reconstruction

61



In his analysis about the situation of impunity and defenselessness that journalists 

and rights defenders experience in Mexico, Leonel Rivero (2019) points out the following:

If the loss of human life is added to authorities’ incapacity to investigate and punish 
those who are responsible, then conditions of impunity and/or complicity are creat-
ed that exhibit the State’s lack of interest in fulfilling its obligations to protect and 
guarantee the human rights of defenders and journalists, among them, the right to 
life and integrity.

Despite the fact that many of the flaws of the Mechanism of Protection (pointed 

out during the interviews) precede López Obrador’s current administration, Hugo com-

mented that the government transition added an additional problem, which consisted 

of institutional pressure to forcibly accelerate the return of displaced journalists to 

their places of origin and thus “reduce” the costs of operating the mechanism, in line 

with the austerity policy promoted by the current president. This is his experience from 

the recent months of the two years he has been displaced:

The mechanism has not been developing true protection plans in the 
region. But contradictorily, they want to return journalists and human 
rights defenders to their places of origin. I’m seeing that it’s pret-
ty uncomfortable for the new [federal] government to have a lot of 
journalists and rights defenders displaced from their places of origin, 
because that speaks very poorly of a government.

He recognizes that, during the process, he felt coerced to testify in a trial in exchange 

for not returning to his place of origin without planning or security measures; testifying 
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could have put him in a vulnerable position in terms of his security, and even before being 

pressured, he had decided not to participate as a witness. In his case, Julio Omar points out 

the lack of resources and personnel to assist those who are under protection:

Aside from that, there are institutions like CEAV,28 but they don’t work, 
because all they do is complain: “We don’t have a head. We don’t 
know who’s going to serve as the commissioner right now. We 
don’t have enough personnel; there were cuts with Andŕes 
Manuel.” There are increasingly more [cases], and there is no 
justice. Obviously, impunity continues, and the aggressions 
are going to continue, and the victims are going to multiply:  
disappeared persons, migrants, journalists, human rights defend-
ers. And at these institutions, you’ll only find justifications and no 
solutions, none at all. And there are also many things they don’t tell 
you so they won’t have to do their work. For example, that as a direct 
victim you have the right to an income support fund, and they don’t 
tell you that [...], and so you have to do your research, and you even 
have to be a lawyer to know the General Law on Victim Assistance, the 
operating regulations, everything about this in order to help yourself. 
But if someone who doesn’t have the opportunity to go through this 
process is experiencing fear, anxiety, all of this, if they still haven’t 
overcome that part or if they are not taking care of themselves, they 

28 Executive Commission for Victim Assistance.
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can’t take care of other things. So, this is where the journalist’s per-
sonality really comes into play, the capacity for resilience, adaptation, 
for everything else to be able to know what can be done and what 
cannot.

In all the cases, whether they are under the Mechanism of Protection or have 

gone through this program, journalists have had similar experiences of disinformation, 

isolation, abandonment, and neglect of their basic needs (decent food, therapeutic or 

psychosocial accompaniment, health care, reactivating their productive life, preserving 

family ties and social networks, among others). Meanwhile, they must face customary 

bureaucracy to remain under this protection program, in which risk assessments are 

carried out from a desk without an in-depth analysis of the context (which would make 

it possible to recognize the real scenarios for relocating individuals) and much less of 

the security conditions that journalists need to have in place in order to practice their 

profession or face the possibility of return.29

Thus, in addition to the borderline situations that led them to move away and the 

institutional bureaucracy that is part of the process, there are multiple psychosocial 

implications during displacement. Among them, we can first mention relocation and 

uncertainty when facing new living conditions: leaving their places of origin does not 

only entail the loss of their home, family, and community, but also, in most cases, unem-

ployment or losing ties with the information sources that allow them to do their work.

29 See also: Diagnostic assessment of the operations of the Mechanism of Protection for Human Rights 
Defenders and Journalists, developed by the Office in Mexico of the UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights, Mexico City, July 2019. Available at: https://bit.ly/3Klgfm2
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NAMING, CRYING, AND FACING FEAR
What are journalists afraid of and how do they cope with it? This was one of the ques-

tions that was present throughout the research. The first thing we found when looking 

into this with the interviewees was the lack of recognition of this emotion or a delayed 

acceptance of it. Recognizing fear is experienced as being synonymous with vulnerabil-

ity and paralysis. For many, accepting fear is similar to accepting that their aggressors 

won and took control of their lives along with the end of their professional activities.

People who have been displaced have to face an unpredictable scenario whilst bur-
dened by the terror of the atrocities they have witnessed, and the threats and mes-
sages of violence they have experienced before or during the event. The experience 
of fear may differ according to the personality and age of each person and the level 
of social support encountered. (Aluna, 2016: 11).

The interviewed journalists could name fear and work on it once they found 

themselves outside of their context of risk, that is, in forced displacement. Accordingly, 

this physical distance allows them to take psycho-emotional distance by changing the 

conditions of security and imminent risk. This leads us to conclude that, as a problem, 

forced displacement is not only the impact of violence, but—depending on the basic 

conditions for a dignified life30 —it can also represent a space of coping for personal 

30 In an initial humanitarian sense, this can refer to meeting basic, professional, and leisure needs that 
allow people to develop themselves in different areas. This requires material conditions for the dis-
placed person’s financial livelihood, ideally in accordance with one’s cultural frameworks and special 
needs—the kinds of food, dignified housing, clothing, profession, and socialization, among others, 
with security measures that minimize the risk so they can focus on strengthening the psycho-emo-
tional area, reconstructing networks, and reinforcing their life project.
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and collective work and for reconstructing experi-

ences, relationships, and projects.

When I was there, I didn’t see it. I didn’t 
recognize it, and I took too many risks. I got 

lucky. When I left, well, obviously, you don’t call if fear. 
For me it was uncertainty, anger...and I've always felt a lot 

of strength at different times, accompanied by different emo-
tions. And for example, after seven or eight months of being outside 

of the country and not recognizing it, I had to have nightmares so that 
I could name the fear and cry it out in therapy. (Patricia)

The experience of fear affects not only those who receive aggressions on a dai-

ly basis but also their different environments—family, affective, work, and community. 

Fear, as a tool of social-political control, is often centered on producing exemplary harm 

to silence, demobilize, and censure other political subjects. Julio César narrates that 

some national and state media outlets that he continues collaborating with must hide 

his identity and authorship in the reports:  “[...] sometimes they tell me no. They don’t 

want my name to be linked to them because they feel I’m putting the correspondent 

who is [in the town] at risk. That is, they’re afraid, and they’re right. I agree with them. 

Being afraid helps us stay alive…but it is not a way of life." 
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Hugo, who experienced the murder of a journalist colleague he was close to, in 

addition to being compelled to censure himself for three years, narrates the days be-

fore he left, facing various threats from organized crime:

[...] In addition to fear, I also felt humiliated. I felt defeated... That was 
the first time I experienced all these sorts of things in my life, and 
I haven’t experienced them again. That was my breaking point, like 
feeling torn apart inside, saying, this can’t be done, I can’t win here, 
and that was when it was over...I decided to leave.

Being uprooted is one of the greatest impacts, as the impossibility of knowing if 

the displacement will be temporary (and how long it will last) or permanent keeps the 

person in a sort of limbo in regard to their life project. For Julio Omar, the impossibility 

of returning is so latent, because it represents his greatest fear, that returning to his 

city, with his family, is now unthinkable:

At times, we are all afraid of many things... On the days when my son 
doesn’t call me or send me a message, I say, “What happened?” I call 
his mom, “Is everything okay?” But really, because of fear, returning 
[has become] impossible for me. Well, [under the mechanism], they 
send you back without a plan, and, more so, why the hell would I take 
on that risk?  The fear of not returning is no longer a fear because I’ve 
accepted not returning.
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When someone’s property, job, and networks have been affected, living condi-

tions change substantially. In two cases, interviewees shared that, before the aggres-

sions, they had a good quality of life—for decades they had earned a decent salary, 

they owned their house, and they had comforts that came from the fruit of their labor. 

When they leave, they leave everything behind, and this even includes the guarantee 

of eating each day, of having a safe place to live, or of being able to communicate with 

their families again without threatening their security.

After having experienced several years of internal displacements and exile, Yane-

ly reflects on the losses she had to face when she left and the impacts this had on her 

family, media company, and close networks:

I wasn’t working [at the media company] for a salary. I supported  
myself with other things, with the family business. It was all more be-
cause I believed I was doing the right thing. So, I am definitely not go-
ing to keep doing this, at least not there, not in that. I also learned that, 
sometimes, the decisions you make do not allow you to be with who 
you want to be, that sometimes you have to give up important things or 
important people. I accepted that I might not ever be with my children, 
because I can’t. It’s not possible for me to have them 
and because I can’t, no, I’m going to continue in 
this [...] I don’t know. There are not many options 
in this for me because it seems like everything I 
want to do takes me away from them.
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Hugo, who had temporarily lived in exile and was in forced internal displacement 

at the time of the interview, narrates his emotions when he realized it would be impos-

sible for him to return due to security reasons along with the work-related implications 

of being outside of his coverage area:

Here, I am really in the void. I am feeling more that I am in the void, 
unable to envision the future, and more in that place of waiting [to 
return]. And I say, well if only I had work here [in the displacement 
site], something to do here. Because everything I’m doing is about 
that place. Everything I write, what I have collaborated on for me-
dia outlets [...] is about that same coverage: forced disappearances, 
feminicides, all those sorts of topics. Well, I don’t want to take the 
risk. [...] It’s like I’m hanging far into the void. That’s how I felt there, 
but now it’s because of the perspective on future projects, which I 
don’t have here.

Journalists suffer many impacts of displacement for the societal right of free-

dom of expression. This affects independent media outlets directly, which are already 

precarized and at risk. The voices and eyes that make it possible to know local and 

national realities are lost, condemning numerous areas of the country to silence and 

oblivion. A sort of exemplary punishment is exercised on those who play a role as po-

litical subjects in their society. Finally, there is a risk of diluting or destroying people’s 

political projects, accompanied by the loss of references (beliefs, ideals, dreams) for 

the work they do.
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Nevertheless, in all these cases, the impacts are accompanied by the development 

of strategies—for individuals, families, the professional field, and even the community—

to cope with the violence and displacement. For example, Yanely’s life has been saved 

thanks to her close networks. On one occasion, one of these people she is close to was 

able to warn her about the risk she was in:

I also had an informant there [...], and he tells me, “You know what, be 
careful. Be careful because they already have someone investigating 
you. They didn’t find you in February, but now you won’t escape them.” 
I say, “What? What’s their problem? It’s been years.” I say years, for 
me, because it had been a long time since I had left for those months. 
Actually, since January 2018, I hadn’t been working on [those] subjects 
[...]. I had gotten away from that so they wouldn’t keep bothering me, 
and now this guy sends someone to investigate me just because I was 
getting into “things I shouldn’t be” getting into.

Yanely kept working despite the warnings, having her local support network as a 

risk meter. It was after another investigation on organized groups that committed vio-

lence against women and girls that she received a warning that prompted her to leave:

“[...] Leave because they’re going to detain you. They’re going to de-
tain you, because just now they were giving an order to detain you.” 
Well, obviously, I wasn’t going to stay around to find out if it was the 
truth or a lie. I braced myself and told the guards, “You know what? 
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Let’s get out of here.” I still took my time to explore the way, to look 
for places. I took my time and everything from that moment I had, 
when I knew I had to have guards and that I had more problems. Well, 
I took that moment. I mean, I showed them. We made a plan to get 
out of there. We did it. We got past them.

For Patricia, her multiple exiles—interspersed with moments of internal displace-

ment in Mexico—have been an opportunity to rethink her life, her profession, and the 

context of violence that journalism is facing. While, like all the others, she experienced 

displacement as a borderline situation to safeguard her life, during the periods of 

being displaced, she has been able to take some distance and recognize the multiple 

implications of both her activities and her decision to leave, which also represent a 

number of cumulative impacts.

We started to work on the fear, more so, to talk about the fear, which 
is a sensor, like a journalistic tool as well. And to this date, that’s what 
it is, a way to recognize when you’re going to get burned, when there’s 
fire and a fear of getting burned. Now, I’ve had the opportunity to take 
my distance from the country, from journalism, from everything, and 
I can clearly see the dread that exists within the field, among friends 
who don’t acknowledge it... I see myself in them; we’re mirrors.
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WHEN FEAR IS EMBODIED:  
IMPACTS ON A PERSONAL LEVEL AND INTERSECTIONALITY
People’s identities run through their experience of the risk31 but also of the fear: their 

age, gender, sexual orientation, disabilities, ethnicity, nationality, and social class, 

among others are characteristics that impact journalists’ life stories in a cross-cutting 

fashion. One of the findings of this research centers on the acknowledgment of the ex-

treme vulnerability that comes from having people under one’s care (children, spouses 

or partners, parents, and others).

In all the cases, the motive for being displaced as a way to cope with the violence 

is, primarily, a fear of attacks on one’s children. Julio Omar shares that:

[...] The fear was for my family. I’m not saying I can’t be afraid or that 
I’ve never felt fear. There are moments when I feel overwhelmed by 
the fear of not knowing what the future will bring, what I’m going to 
do tomorrow. When we had the emergency situation and left, and the 

31 “As part of how we address security, we understand risk to be the possibility that a negative physical, 
emotional, or psychological effect will be produced that, in some cases, can put one’s life at risk. 
These effects can be on individuals, the collective, or the organization, and we know they are among 
the conditions that defenders experience because of the work they do in contexts of sociopolitical 
violence, where they face different actors who exercise power to defend their interests. In the case of 
women defenders, the risk is also made more complex through the implementation of specific types 
of violence that are sustained within the patriarchal system. The individual and collective process 
for facing risks first entails recognizing that they exist, which is not always easy, whether because the 
conditions for addressing them do not exist, because of the fear produced by this vulnerability, or 
because there is a wish to prioritize caring for other people.” (Aluna, 2021: 12)
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ambulance didn’t arrive, we pressed the panic button in the car. That 
panic button didn’t work at all, or at least the police didn’t come. If 
the police weren’t at the site of the events—of violent events—and 
the ambulance didn’t come, then we obviously said, “Let’s get out of 
here.” We fled the scene. In those moments of fear, of course it’s a 
normal fear, and it keeps you on alert in the sense [that you’re mak-
ing sure] they aren’t chasing you. When you get to the hospital, you 
have to close the doors. You do a security protocol yourself because 
the only person with you is the only guard who’s still alive. So, my wife 
was holding onto the injured guard... When we got to the hospital, 
we got him out. We were there at that point, in that moment of fear, 
everything is fear, and it can last for many hours, and the fear affects 
your whole heart beat, your blood pressure. It shakes you. Anxiety 

increases... You live with fear in a lapse...
an undetermined lapse of time, sometimes 
greater sometimes lesser, that transforms 
from fear into anxiety or depression, or 
many other things. But in this way, the fear 
of leaving everything, everything you have 
done or achieved for many years, it’s hard 
to lose it, and in reality, you lose everything.
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Julio César narrates that, within the framework of violence and the stress he ex-

perienced as a result, he was left orphaned: the negative effects on his physical health 

reached a point when he lost his leg from neglecting to care for his diabetes; his mental 

health was impacted in such a way that video games were his only refuge; he lost his 

channel, his media outlet, the facilities where his program was produced, and saw and 

felt himself minimized in his role as an economically active man, facing the impossibil-

ity of continuing to practice his profession. 

In Hugo’s case, in addition to multiple threats, he also experienced the murder of 

a colleague whom he collaborated with on research and reports on organized crime in 

the north of the country, situations that made him question his way of dealing with the 

situation in terms of what society expects from men. The decision to leave was experi-

enced as a failure of his project, his honor, his courage, and his commitment to himself 

and society as well as a sort of betrayal of his deceased friend:

But the thing is that we sort of get trapped between those two fires... 
And you could say that, in addition to the fear, this was an issue of...I 
mean, I also felt humiliated. I felt defeated, too.

The experience of fear and the psycho-emotional impacts of violence present 

themselves in different ways in men and women. A number of the men, who are not 

used to getting in touch with their emotions or expressing them, face both external 

threats and contact with the pain, with crying, and with the loneliness of the experi-

ence. Patriarchal violence works against men by reinforcing stereotypes that claim they 

must perform their duties before, during, and after their displacement. This is even 
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while they are going through the very impacts of the violence, which heightens the 

loneliness of the experience, framed by the prejudice of how hegemonic masculinity 

should be when managing emotions and risk. Regarding the multiple attacks on his life 

and property, this is what Julio Omar shares: “[...] I thought I had a high capacity, but, 

really, I don’t... Crying was something that was really hard for me, and now, it doesn’t 

matter, I cry about everything.” [He laughs as he narrates his testimony].

In the case of women, the component of gender is quite evident in the experience 

of fear and the violence against their lives, minds, and bodies. Amid tears and long si-

lences, Yanely narrates the groping she was subjected to as a reporter with a woman’s 

body along with the stigmatization in the streets. “There’s surely a reason for it” and 

“If she was out at night, she’s a whore” are some of the recurring phrases that have 

been used to stigmatize, single out, and blame her when denouncing the violence 

she has suffered before the State.

Being a woman, mother, and journalist are categories that, in practice, 

heighten vulnerability, the experience of fear, of risk, and of patriarchal violence in 

her profession and in public spaces. Both Patricia and Yanely have had to face the 

experience of maternity within the framework of forced displacement. For Patricia, 

going into exile with her daughter was the only option for safeguarding both of 

their lives, while Yanely has been driven to avoid seeing her children for prolonged 

periods and between moments of forced displacement and exile. She tell us this 

with a faltering voice, pauses of silence, and weeping:
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I also feel uncertain about what’s going to happen to me when I go 
back there. Am I going to stay here? Will I return? What will things be 
like there? I have all this [...] also. This past weekend, I went to see my 
kids. I was going to tell them goodbye [because one month ago when 
I left, I couldn’t], and when I got there, I felt the need to go all the way 
to my house, and I did. I took the risk. I went early in the morning. [...] 
My mom says, “Not a day goes by that [the perpetrators] don’t come 
to ask about you, to find out where you are... I don’t tell them where 
you are, but the truth is that I’m getting tired of them coming here.” 
So, I went. I went inside... I needed to do that: say goodbye to the 
people I spent time with at work, my parents, my animals. I believe I 
needed to do that. I needed to leave in a good way, to leave the way 
I had planned it.

Like Patricia, her main concern at different points of the internal displacements 

and exiles has been about leaving her children and, being distanced, not having certain-

ty about their well-being or not being able to go back to see them without putting their 

security at risk. In turn, both have found spaces to work and build their strength in sports, 

political projects, and in journalism and women’s networks in order to reconstruct them-

selves as journalists but also as dignified, strong, and confident individuals. In fact, be-

fore returning from her second exile, Patricia decided to learn martial arts as a personal 

defense strategy for facing possible attacks. She even stopped viewing her journalistic 

work as a kamikaze and has continued with her professional activities.
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SELF-CENSORSHIP AND SOCIAL  
AND COLLECTIVE IMPACT
A common element that we find as a coping strategy is self-censorship as a security 

measure and as a decision for reducing risk, along with other security measures. 

Fear has a ripple effect that impacts not only journalists but also their families 

and the professional field as a whole, which is made worse as a result of ongoing im-

punity along with the aggressions committed against them and their multiple effects. 

This, in turn, has an impact on society as a whole by also censoring it. Correa explains 

that self-censorship is common, as “they themselves start to censure their words, their 

stories, their testimonies, and their analysis in order to avoid risks” (Centro de Investi-

gación y Capacitación Propuesta Cívica, 2018).

For Hugo, the possibility of returning—or “the after,” in terms of the third phase 

of the displacement process—comes with reconsidering his media coverage, including 

the possibility of not practicing his profession for temporary periods or when it would 

involve certain actors and topics: 

And in that sense, I would not just go alone. I would push for a protec-
tion plan [...] that can be done and for the mechanism to do it. What’s 
important for me is to go back. Above all, it’s to create a change. I was 
really careless with a lot of things when I was reporting there, and 
now I’m more careful. There’s a lot of information that I don’t publish.
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While we recognize that the personal decision to stop working or to moderate 

one’s writing is a valid, necessary, and dignified way to cope, it is also a dilemma 

in view of the right to freedom of expression. If not murder or disappearance, it is 

self-censorship that ends up silencing journalists’ voices, thus fulfilling the strategic 

aim of fear in the sociopolitical violence of the State and de facto powers. In the rea-

soning process, self-censorship is both an impact (painful, strong, it takes away proj-

ects) and a confrontation (for security and rethinking life projects) at the same time.

In all the cases, despite having gone through moments of self-censorship, the 

interviewed journalists are practicing their profession with new projects, creating 

journalist networks, accompanying other at-risk journalists, and covering reports 

from a distance or developing future work opportunities or life projects. For Julio 

Omar, practicing journalism after living through three attacks that put his life at risk 

is a sort of tribute to those who were victims of this violence:

Because, it’s precisely that I’m lacking tools, I’m lacking a purpose. I 
want to do what I was doing. I mean, I have to make my guard’s death 
worth something. If he died, then they murdered him defending a 
journalist, freedom of expression, or the practice of a guy who would 
be censured the rest of his life. If they killed him, then I have to make 
that death worth it. If they killed that man, I have to be grateful in 
commemorating that death. I think that if I keep quiet, it would be: 
“Those bastards won. And what did that guy lose his life for?” So, 
that’s why I started [writing] again.
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RECONSTRUCTING THE LIFE PROJECT:  
(IN)SECURITY AND HOPE(LESSNESS)
A common element in the testimonies is the uncertainty of the future that stems from 

numerous conditions, both individual and structural: i) the fear of going back to one’s 

place of origin is combined with an interpretation of the risk that is carried out from a 

distance or by actors who have not had a firsthand experience of the attacks or threats; 

ii) job instability resulting from temporarily abandoning journalism or the usual me-

dia outlets where one works, which is intertwined with the economic crisis that creates 

vulnerable working conditions for this sector and for so many others in the country iii) 

choosing between personal security and the security of one’s family, at times, becomes 

the double face of displacement, happening under institutional government programs in 

which it would seem that caring for someone’s physical integrity would involve isolating 

them and breaking ties with their support networks, including their partner, family, and 

community; iv) in some cases, the decision to return is incentivized by pressure from 

the mechanism that falls outside of the process of reconstructing the journalist’s life or 

addressing the structural causes of the displacement—such as  investigating the events 

that led the journalist to leave and punishing the guilty parties—and lacks solid coping 

strategies along with a reliable and responsible risk assessment to guarantee integrity in 

both public and private spheres.

The planning involved in the return process goes beyond the will of the displaced 

person and the work of supporting organizations, because, as Hugo points out when 

speaking of the possibility of returning to his city in the north of the country: 
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[...] The issue is the authorities. They’re still clueless about protec-
tion, both for journalists and for human rights defenders. So, we need 
to make these details visible [reintegration into the job market, the 
context of state violence and close aggressions] both with authorities 
and with the Mechanism of Protection.

For Patricia, displacement meant the possibility of redoing her life project while 

also recognizing and reconnecting with her body:

[...] It changed my life, and that’s when I first started to get physical-
ly active. Because even that is frightening, weighing yourself on the 
scale, and when I did it, it was because I had already committed to it. 
And you start to lose those fears, to face something you had stopped 
seeing, because I had stopped seeing my body. I gained weight as a 
form of emotional, sentimental defense, or whatever you’d like to call 
it. Because this disrupts your life, getting into journalism for others, 
and you stop seeing yourself. And then I started to go to the beach to 
walk, and then to run...

In addition to the high risk that journalists in this country face, human rights vio-

lations in this field are reflected in the impunity pervading the Mexican justice system. 

Collusion, omission, and acquiescence are present in the different phases of the cycle 

of threat and violence that they experience day after day. 

80

The fear remains. Critical journalism in displacement and resistance



While the figure of the Mechanism of Protection is an option in emergency situa-

tions, the conditions for accessing it (scarce, considering the number of journalists who 

need protection), its support (limited to reactive measures), monitoring and care during 

displacement or relocation, and efforts to properly assess risk and the conditions for 

journalists’ return to their places of origin or for the reconsideration of their life projects 

are minimal, insufficient and, often, revictimizing.

There is not an efficient protection policy that includes risk prevention and 

reparation of harm in view of the violence that targets journalism. Moreover, digni-

fied and safe conditions do not exist for exercising freedom of expression and criti-

cal journalism, which is a situation that grows worse on a local level, as it has been 

revealed that journalists are more exposed to suffering direct aggressions on state, 

municipal, and community levels.

As of the last time that the journalists who participated in this research were 

contacted, only one of them had been able to return to her place of origin, and she con-

tinues to question leaving at any time with the aim of rebuilding her life and practicing 

journalism safely. The others have remained in a cycle of multiple internal displace-

ments, seeking out options to return and continue with their journalistic activities.

However, in all the cases, we have found they practice coping strategies every day, 

on individual and collective levels, to care for themselves physically and psycho-emo-

tionally and to strengthen the field of journalism in terms of organization, as well as to 

seek, develop, and demand safety conditions that allow for practicing critical journal-

ism and make it possible for them to return home.
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Creating journalist networks—based on subject, region, and other categories—po-

sitions them with growing strength in a society that demands and needs to guarantee 

life, dignity, respect for human rights, and freedom of expression.

In addition to positioning the issue in the public arena—facing the silence and 

privatization of the fear that sociopolitical and patriarchal violence intentionally 

produces—these networks bring critical journalists closer to a civil society that, 

day after day, gains more empathy and solidarity with the field, receiving their 

demands as part of the development of a rights agenda. At the same time, 

defending the freedom of expression is essential for strengthening the 

social struggles and demands of political subjects and for guaranteeing 

democratic life, respect for local autonomy, dignified life in local terri-

tories, access to justice, and the construction of memory in a country 

that has been battered by the structural framework of violence.

The State has failed in many ways: in administering justice; in 

not recognizing forced displacement as a serious problem that affects 

thousands of people, in general, and an indefinite and large number 

of journalists, in particular; in the way the Protection Mechanism is 

implemented; and, above all, in its inaction when it comes to trans-

forming the structural causes that produce these problems. In view 

of this, some journalists have taken the step to request support—psy-

chosocial accompaniment with Aluna and legal, psycho-emotional, 

and therapeutic support with other ally organizations. They have also 
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started to actively accompany other colleagues who are experiencing the harsh impacts 

of sociopolitical and patriarchal violence. In the conversation we had with Yanely after 

she read and commented on this book (in March 2022), she shared that—among other 

strategies, dreams, and projects—now she is committed to strengthening and accompa-

nying other journalists who have been victims of sociopolitical and patriarchal violence. 

She say this is because:

“There will be more Yanelys, and some of them 
are going to need all the lessons and experi-
ence of the path I’ve traveled.”
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Conclusion



Little by little, they 
have reappropriated 
their voices. They 
are writing again 
and rebuilding their 
political and life 
projects.  



When we decided to write this study in 2019, as Aluna’s staff, we recognized the 

importance of the issue of fear within the framework of sociopolitical violence 

as a strategy to silence, manipulate, demobilize, deprive, and, in general, to 

restrict the conditions for dignified life and the exercise of human rights in Mexico and 

Latin America, among them, the freedom of expression.

Over the years, we have been able to deepen our reflection on the structural 

causes of political violence against critical and investigative journalists. In parallel, we 

had the opportunity to offer psychosocial accompaniment to more people from this 

field. Through the accompaniment processes, our involvement has become increasingly 

more strategic and based in dialogue with people who practice critical journalism and 

who are fighting every day not only to defend freedom of expression but also against 

the impunity of the constant threats, attacks, and murders that their colleagues have 

experienced in addition to positioning crucial issues on this country’s public agenda.

Through the eyes of the sector of critical journalism, as a society, we are informed, 

we join in solidarity, we make demands, or we mobilize for structural issues that affect 

us on micro and macro levels throughout the entire country: indigenous peoples and 

small farmers’ who defend their territories in the face of megaprojects; mothers who 
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search for the graves of their children; families who demand that disappeared persons 

be returned alive; constitutional reforms that define the political direction of the coun-

try; fights against impunity, denunciations, and demands of justice for feminicides; and 

protests for access to water, land, and natural resources;  among many others that form 

the contemporary media agenda.

In the years that we were conducting research for “The Fear Remains,” jour-

nalistic coverage also gradually began to contribute to the issue of the murder of 

journalists and the lack of access to justice, reparation of damage, and guarantees 

of non-repetition. Now, in 2022, it has become as continuous as it is constant, having 

persisted for multiple six-year presidential terms, on par with the increase in femini-

cides and forced disappearances in Mexico. Sociopolitical violence has been present 

throughout the various six-year terms in which the interviewees have worked as jour-

nalists; the changing names and political parties on local, state, and federal levels 

have only meant a continuum of violations of their rights.

Thanks to the testimonies that the five Mexican journalists provided for this re-

search, the stories presented here provide an account of cases where—in the interest 

of making other sides of the truth known and in their commitment to justice and so-

ciety—they live in high risk for exposing power relations, local corruption, logics of 

impunity on all levels of government, structural origins of inequality, inequity, and 

discrimination, and for revealing the actors of sociopolitical violence.

In the five cases that we analyzed, the risk they experienced from countless threats 

and attacks on their lives and their close networks led them to be displaced from their 
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places of origin—or from where they had chosen to carry out their professional and life 

projects—in order to safeguard their integrity, lower their profile, and hide from those 

who were assaulting them or to take time to reevaluate their project or job as a journal-

ist. One of the lessons that Aluna learned by incorporating the intersectional feminist 

perspective was how patriarchal violence operates in a significant way to reinforce so-

ciopolitical violence; that is, the harm that power players—both governmental and de 

facto—exercise against critical journalists is not homogeneous, and it has special char-

acteristics that operate based on each person’s situation: a mother is more vulnerable 

because she not only receives threats against her body but also against her children; in 

the traditional role that fathers must fulfill as providers, they are more constrained by 

not being able to risk their job when facing power players’ external demands; someone 

with limited physical mobility has less possibility of finding a dignified refuge, for exam-

ple, when the Federal Protection Mechanism does not consider his condition and places 

him on the fourth floor of a building with no elevator.

Likewise, the cycle of risk–lack of protection–sociopolitical violence–impunity 

continues even when journalists receive attention through government agencies, such 

as the aforementioned mechanism and the State Victim Assistance Commission, which 

are often reported for revictimizing, establishing inadequate protective measures, and 

even accelerating return processes without an internal risk assessment, thus putting 

these people’s lives in serious danger.

Similarly, there are differences among the attacks and experiences of fear. As a 

message of silencing, suffering torture is not the same as suffering sexual torture, which 
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is mostly experienced by women. The fear caused by death threats is greater for jour-

nalists who have people under their care. Moreover, in the same way that there are dif-

ferent impacts, day after day, the implemented strategies are positioned and embodied 

according to one’s identity as well as social, political, and financial conditions. The fabric 

of networks rooted in community, social ties, family, and friendship has been a coping 

strategy that has saved the lives of some of the people who participated in this research.

The search for accompaniment and support—psychosocial, therapeutic, legal, and 

others—has also been a key element for dealing with the fear and impacts of living 

through forced displacement. Another finding of this research is that women journalists 

are the ones who tend to seek out or accept accompaniment more easily in addition to 

building networks that allow them to continue with their life projects, while men have a 

greater tendency to isolate themselves and face the impacts privately.

A significant result that also corresponds to this study’s qualitative method—in 

view of the scientific perspectives that aim to establish generalizations—is that the 

causes of violence against journalists cannot be homogenized. While, in all the cas-

es, it seems to result from interests being disrupted, this can happen on any level 

of government—mainly local and municipal—although it also happens on state 

and federal levels, as reported in other cases. The type of actor that exercises 

sociopolitical violence against journalists ranges from public servants, armed 

forces, and local political groups to organized crime and even legal and illegal 

enterprises, while the agendas respond to local and 

historically situated conflicts. 
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Each of the country’s regions, which are represented in this study through the 

stories narrated by each journalist, is clearly different from the others. However, fear 

as a strategy of control, forced displacement as a borderline situation, and resisting 

sociopolitical violence as a way of coping to not silence one’s voice and stay alive are 

present in all the cases.

Organized crime, in conjunction with the State—be it through action, omis-

sion, or acquiescence—is an actor that is present in all the cases, whether as a 

contextual element of violence, a factor that breaks down and ruptures the social 

fabric, a protagonist of the attacks, or in their coordinated actions with other power 

groups and players. The deployment of violence by organized crime groups within 

the framework of state impunity has produced a climate that is conducive to attacks 

or to covering up the aggressions against critical journalists. When there is not the 

political will to solve a homicide case, it is common for the media to blame a cartel 

for the deaths, disappearances, or attacks instead of investigating the causes and 

actors and closing the cycle of impunity that has been characteristic of this problem 

in recent decades.

For at least two six-year presidential terms, the State has not shown the political 

will to protect the exercise of freedom of expression. Conversely, critical journalists 

are political subjects who challenge power structures, providing evidence of criminal 

logic, both in public and private spheres, as well as corruption and impunity within the 

system and the contemporary political class. Social polarization has been positioned 

as an element that compounds the vulnerability of a part of the field of journalism, in 
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a sociopolitical context of finger-pointing and stigmatization, while critical journalism 

is exposed to being discredited, singled out, and humiliated, and all without protection 

from possible attacks.

At the same time, we are witnessing a growing emergence and strengthening of 

journalists’ networks throughout the country. Their demands include protection, the 

right to freedom of expression, justice for the murders of colleagues, improved condi-

tions for the Protection Mechanism and victims’ commissions, guarantees of security 

and non-repetition, and reparation for harm, among others. In these network building 

processes, journalists have gained strength in the political sphere, in the creation and 

development of conditions for personal and collective care, in their security measures 

(physical, mental, emotional), and in the professionalization of their work.

When we shared the research results with four of the interviewed journalists, 

they unanimously recognized the importance of this publication: Sharing their experi-

ences from a different analytical framework—the psychosocial approach—that makes 

it possible to put the impacts of sociopolitical violence and their coping strategies at 

the center while understanding that it is normal to feel afraid, lonely, distressed, or 

uncertain in an abnormal context of a structural framework of violence (generalized, 

sociopolitical, and patriarchal).

On these pages, the journalists recognized their testimonies and could see that 

they are not isolated experiences; that the terror, paralysis, and grieving are shared 

with others from their field who have undergone forced displacement caused by risk. 

Yet, they also share the strategies that have strengthened them, their small and large 
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steps toward receiving reparation for harm, demanding conditions for practicing 

journalism, and rebuilding their lives. 

In all the cases, they have reappropriated their own voices. They are writing 

again—though not always using their own names or publishing with their media 

companies out of a fear of new attacks against them or their colleagues—

and, little by little, they are rebuilding their political and life projects 

at different paces and from widely diverse places of being: 

as men or women, fathers or mothers, with psychological or 

neurological effects caused by the experiences of violence, with limited 

mobility, as activists of other political causes, internally displaced, re-

turned, or in exile, in the context shared by all of Latin America.

After reading this study, the four journalists requested that their real 

names be used. They all agreed on the importance of stating their names as 

as a claim to their own experiences, so other colleagues can approach them 

to ask for help if they wish, so “if they kill me, at least it’s on record,” or 

because “not using our names makes us invisible, which would also be 

censorship, and they are not going to censure what happened to me 

as well,” as a few of the journalists expressed in their feedback on the 

research. 

At Aluna, we not only recognize the trust they placed in us to 

conduct this research, we also appreciate the lessons we developed alongside 

them during the accompaniment processes, in the interview sessions, and from the 
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feedback and final drafting. We reassert the fundamental role that critical journalists 

play in building a democratic society with justice and dignity. Without their voices, 

without their eyes and ears, we would live in a shadowy cavern facing the corruption, 

impunity, and structural crisis that characterizes the contemporary world system. Our 

commitment as an organization is to continue walking alongside these political sub-

jects to strengthen their coping strategies in the face of the sociopolitical and patri-

archal violence that tries to silence them, and thus create dignified and humanizing 

social relationships.
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Epilogue:
Journalism in 
Violent Times

Víctor de Currea-Lugo 
(independent Colombian journalist)

https://victordecurrealugo.com



Informing, 
through 
journalism, is 
a profoundly 
human act.



More than reading the pages that precede this text, I felt them. 

That is, I read them as if I were visiting a colleague who was 

telling me about the things that have happened for prac-

ticing this beautiful profession. And then, I was asked to write this 

epilogue, which seems a bit unnecessary in view of the harsh reality. 

Beyond this reflection, what is important is the feeling that comes 

along with it, which sometimes says little or is reduced to the cold statistics of journal-

ists who have been detained, murdered, or living in exile.

Informing, through journalism, is a profoundly human act. It entails trying to 

gather the available information, the more the better, to process it like someone who 

is putting together a puzzle, knowing ahead of time that there are missing pieces, and 

then pouring it into words or images that can reach the person on the other side.

In these simple steps there are, in turn, as many parts and efforts as we might want. 

Sometimes, the whole day goes by as we confirm a piece of information, the morning 

looking for a source, or the afternoon searching for a verb that relays what is happening.

Everything is made worse when you do all this knowing that, on this path, several 

colleagues have lost their lives, that there is always someone there with the (supposed) 
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whip of truth to erase knowledge, even that of your own experiences and, worst of all, 

the knowledge that the fear you feel is reasonable.

“The truth shall set you free” comes from a bible verse, but more than a promise, 

it is a goal. Today, the truth not only leads to jail but also to exile. That truth causes 

those who practice the beautiful profession of journalism to be persecuted, silenced, 

displaced, and even murdered.

Another very common phrase is “don’t shoot the messenger,” because the mes-

sage is one thing and its carrier is another. Yet, those 

who want to impose silence do not understand this, 

which is why they believe that if they kill the dog 

they’ll get rid of the rabies, without realizing that 

those who write about, portray, and tell others what 

is happening have little empathy for silence.

Journalists do not want to be the victims. They 

are not the theme of the news. They are not the ones 

in front of the camera; instead they are behind it. It 

is a very bad omen when journalists are the news, 

because rarely is it to tell others of their happiness. 

When journalists are the news, what is most proba-

ble is that someone has tried to silence them.

Continuing with the idioms, we tend to say 

that the truth is the first casualty, a centuries-old 

Journalists do not 
want to be the 
victims. They are 
not the theme of 
the news. They are 
not the ones in front 
of the camera. [...] It 
is a very bad omen 
when journalists are 
the news.
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expression from Aeschylus. And the truth is evaded with lies or silence: with lies when 

the editorial line tells us what to say to avoid putting our jobs at risk, and, often, with 

silence, to avoid putting our existence at risk. This is why censorship smells of death.

The current war in Ukraine is a materialization of what we had already seen com-

ing due to anti-democratic governments, drug trafficking, fanatics, and armed groups: 

the danger of the extinction of journalism and its replacement by propaganda.

The problem is that it is not only about fighting against powers that are bothered 

by words, or against the editorial lines that impose working conditions which turn our 

profession from journalism into propaganda. We also have a society in which some 

have an air of moral superiority and try to tell us what to say and about whom to say 

it. This is why the defense of the freedom of expression has a great battle against all 

forms of authoritarianism, a word whose “-ism” ending is no coincidence. 

Our intention and fate is to be a pebble in the shoe, it is to mention the rope in 

the house of the hanged man. It is not enough to find the truth and treat it like a trea-

sure found by a group of children who were playing on the beach if we are not also 

willing to put it on the table, not as dessert, but as the first course.

Yet, whoever practices journalism is, above all, a citizen, a person with the legal 

and lawful possibility of feeling fear, with the right to collapse in the face of reality, 

to step aside when the train of power comes charging. And this is not a betrayal—it is 

survival.

Sometimes we are asked if we know that the press does not change much, that 

sometimes it does not even scratch the structures of power. Why keep on writing? 

Epilogue
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I believe we do it out of stubbornness, because we don’t know how to do anything 

else and do not want to either, because it is a way of breathing, because perhaps we 

have the gene of impertinence lost on some trickster of a chromosome. We do not 

necessarily write to change something. We do it because it must be done, with no 

arguments other than keenness.

Sometimes people imagine that journalists are heroic, but this courage is a con-

sequence of the work and not a cause. It is cruel to assume that journalists have a 

superhuman heroism and to force it upon them. Those who cover the news, who in-

vestigate with a pencil and paper, have the right to sleep and to be afraid, to doubt, 

and even to say only fragments when they do not have the entire story, without it 

being in bad faith.  

Unfortunately, at times, contrary to the saying, many do shoot the messenger. 

This is done by the bosses who establish highly precarious working conditions, those 

who impose editorial lines that feed into censorship, even those who believe journal-

ism is not necessary because social media now serves as a messenger in confusing 

times. And this is why, among other reasons, calumny prevails over truth.

We have seen this with the war in Afghanistan, the coronavirus pandemic, the 

attack on the twin towers, the Islamic State, the war in Syria, the famine in Somalia, 

immigration, climate change, the Arab riots. Half truths, total lies, and violations of 

journalistic work and of its correlate materialized in the freedom of expression. 

In the face of such pressure, journalists, as the people they are, ask the law to 

protect them, to mention them in its codes and other documents. But it is painful 
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to realize that laws, like the news, sometimes have the same luck of being toothless 

words, of being a package of good intentions without any grievants to make them real. 

The regulations that protect the right to inform and defend the freedom of expression 

are ultimately useless.

And it is even more painful when we go to claim our right to expression and return 

claiming our right to exist, our right to live, when the power no longer only wants to si-

lence us but also to distance us, and then exile appears as an insurmountable burden.

Being exiled for opening our mouths also has the penalty of distance in which 

our words are diluted, in which our daily lives enter into the past of those who were 

previously our present. Exile has many forms, being banished is the most known, but 

silence is another form of exile.

Fleeing is not cowardly, and staying is not necessarily arrogant either. But some-

times staying means walking around in a bulletproof vest, or even worse, learn-

ing to sneak around as if we had just robbed a bank of dangerous 

words, like sharp knives.

What’s more, we have to fight against lies. Fake news grows 

like a grand bindweed that keeps us from breathing. The problem 

is that societies, especially those that are polarized, do not pro-

vide options for reflective or analytical journalism. Rather, they 

seem to demand definitive news, condemnations before trials, 

half-baked reasons, discourses of hate, and chants of national-

isms and other equally totalitarian isms. 

Epilogue
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From the alleged existence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq that was nev-

er demonstrated (2003) to the supposed fraud against Donald Trump (2020), and the 

hundreds of examples in between, it is apparent that what is important is no longer the 

reality but rather the narratives.

In the face of threats, some of our colleagues know how to say: I’m staying here. 

They do this assuming the fate of embracing journalism, but they are not alone—they 

have families to care for, which is precisely their Achilles’ heel. The fragility involved in 

exposing one’s family leads to the punishment of self-censorship. In all those cases of 

censorship, persecution, prison, and exile, oblivion flies overhead like a carrion bird, 

over journalistic work and over journalists.

Being a journalist in Mexico, in Syria, in Afghanistan, or in Colombia is, quite lit-

erally, a high-risk profession. The risks slip in through pencils and microphones, sent 

by fanatics, dogmatists, and other powerful people. And we stubbornly keep believing 

that our work serves a purpose, like those who must breathe.
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