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ix

Prologue
Jumping the Fence

An undisciplined student, impatient with my high school classes at the Brit-
ish high school in Mexico City, I used to jump over the fence a few times a 
week  after roll call and walk home. The pounds, shillings, and pence of my 
math class gave way to the pesos I’d spend on jicama with lime and chile to 
eat on the way. I’d throw off the outward signs of colonial discipline— the tie, 
blazer, knee- high socks, Oxford shoes— that I’d been forced to wear since I 
was a nine- year- old in the Canadian boarding school and now back home 
in Mexico. I set about to learn in my own haphazard fashion. I loved Shake-
speare, Marlowe, and the Rus sian novelists, but also the Mexican comic and 
phi los o pher Cantinflas, who taught me, “Ah!  There’s the catch: it’s neither this 
nor that, but completely the opposite.”1 In my life,  every day was opposite day. 
If I graduated from high school it was  because Díos es grande (God is  great), 
as  people say in Mexico, and prob ably more impor tant,  because students in 
the British system had to pass the General Certificate of Education adminis-
tered out of the University of London. The exams  were devised and graded 
in London, where no one cared if I had jumped over the fence to escape 
school in Mexico. I passed. Five Ordinary levels and two Advanced levels 
in lit er a ture and history. Not brilliant, but not bad for someone who refused 
school. And it got me into college, another haphazard adventure beyond the 
purviews of this prologue. Yet the irony is not lost to me that it was the “neu-
tral” and “institutional” positioning of the authorized reader in London who 
got me through, outweighing the years of experience my local teachers had 
endured with the unruly child they deemed unfit for further study.

I have spent much of my professional life finding ways to work beyond 
the fence. I have never  really belonged to (or in) any one field or academic 
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 department, so I tried to create other spaces for thinking and interacting with 
 others. In my  earlier years at Dartmouth, historian Annelise Orleck, journalist 
Alexis Jetter, and I started the Institute for  Women and Social Change, bring-
ing female artists, activists, and scholars from throughout the world. What, 
we wondered, did  people do to sustain themselves and their communities ex-
posed to dehumanizing and oppressive conditions when it seemed that very 
 little could be done? We invited thinkers such as Wangari Maathai, Winona 
LaDuke, Dorothy Allison, and Cherríe Moraga to Hanover, New Hampshire, 
to imagine more life- sustaining ways of making worlds, making politics. Soon 
 after, I started the Institute of Per for mance and Politics with my friend and 
colleague Doris Sommer at Harvard to create spaces of per for mance interac-
tion and activism that exceeded departmental and even university limits. We 
launched the Mexican po liti cal masked performer SuperBarrio for president 
in 1996, and in early 1997 worked with Bread and Puppet to fill the Rocke-
fel ler Center at Dartmouth with images and cardboard figures we made of 
 people from ethnic groups from throughout the Amer i cas who would never 
be asked to enter that building.  After moving to nyu in 1997, I worked with 
two of my doctoral students— Zeca Ligiéro, a professor from uni- rio in 
Brazil, and Javier Serna, a professor in the Autonomous University of Nuevo 
León in Mexico—to begin the Hemispheric Institute of Per for mance and 
Politics in 1998. Hemi was conceived back then as a cultural corridor through-
out the Amer i cas, creating physical, digital, and archival spaces of interaction 
where scholars, artists, and activists could collaborate on performance- based 
transdisciplinary, transborder proj ects and topics. At our first Encuentro in 
Rio de Janeiro, entitled Per for mance (as we tried to socialize the word as a 
theory as well as praxis), it was hard to convince  people that we had anything 
to talk about. What, some artists asked, did they have to say to scholars? Activ-
ists, maybe. Not sure. But scholars? I noted that many focused their work on 
“the body”: The body as front and center in per for mance art. The body on the 
line in activism. Who, I asked, problematized thinking about the body as gen-
dered, raced, sexed, aged, with diff er ent kinds of aptitudes and abilities? Okay, 
okay, you can stay. Money from the U.S.? The empire? This must be another 
form of cultural and artistic extractivism.  Every conversation was like that, 
negotiating how  people who lived in diff er ent countries, communities, condi-
tions, languages, and so on could talk in spite of the brutal economic, social, 
and po liti cal divides that separate us. Now, twenty years  later, with some sixty 
academic and cultural organ izations as institutional members, the conversa-
tions have changed.  They’re certainly no easier or less painful (as chapter 6 
makes clear), but the debates and points of conflict continually shift.
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This book, an amoxohtoca or “journey of the book” in Nahuatl, traces my 
meandering journey through the Amer i cas, around, back, and back again as 
I’ve engaged in an unsettled and undisciplined approach to scholarship that 
prioritizes relational and embodied forms of knowledge production and 
transmission that take us beyond the colonizing and restrictive epistemic 
grids that some of our Eurocentric disciplines and practices impose on us. 
Yet transgressing  those grids also invites all sorts of tensions and misun-
derstandings, some more productive than  others. One of the most genera-
tive for me came in a conversation with Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, who was 
explaining an Aymara concept of inter- relatedness. I understood her to say 
that jaqxam sar meant “to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others.” To 
be me, someone  else has to name me, acknowledge me.  These words guided 
much of my thinking as I reexamined colonialist and decolonial notions of 
subjectivity. When a year or so  later I checked back with her to make sure I 
had used jaqxam sar appropriately, she did not remember our conversation 
and, more disorienting, said that jaqxam sar actually meant something  else 
altogether. The concept “to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others” made 
sense, she said, but not the term. So I claim both the misunderstanding and 
the concept, with the epistemic and po liti cal demand it makes on us, as I 
negotiate my way through  these spaces and chapters.

To be me, I’ve learned along the way, I have to talk and walk with  others. 
The artists, activists, and scholars who have walked and talked beside me 
on this journey have taught and sustained me in ways I cannot properly credit. 
This book is an attempt to continue some of the conversations  we’ve started.

My conversations with Juan López Intzin (or Xuno López) added “en-
hearting” to the walking and talking. The Mayan, specifically Tzeltal, world-
view situates the heart at the center of knowing and being with  others. He 
calls this “epistemologies of the heart.” Sometimes, like Stefano Harney, I’ve 
come to think of myself as an “idea thief.” What might pass as a conversation 
beyond the fence still falls  under the codes governing owner ship in Aca-
demia. For years, I’ve lived with the regret of not starting The Archive and 
the Repertoire by acknowledging that one of the initial thoughts I had about 
repertoires as systems contiguous but in de pen dent from archives came dur-
ing a conversation with Rebecca Schneider in a gas station in Wales on the 
way from PSi to London. On the  table, she mapped out how the archive 
or library had always been physically separate from the theatre in ancient 
Greek and Roman cities. She was interested in what falls out of the archival, 
the remains, and cited my example of the missing fin ger from Evita’s corpse in 
Disappearing Acts. For years, I had worried about the “other” of the archival, 
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what I fi nally came to call the “repertoire” of embodied practices that sur-
vived the erasure wrought by the colonial archive. My interests came not 
from ancient Greece but out of recognition of the colonial dispossession 
created by the privileging of archival knowledge. So who owns what? I’d 
rather think of it as owing instead of owning. I owe Rebecca. I owe Xuno. I 
owe Silvia, I owe many  people many  things, even, as Moten and Harney put 
it, every thing. I am deeply in debt. Encumbered. It makes me happy to know 
it and acknowledge it.

Some  people, like Jesusa Rodríguez, have participated directly in much 
of my meandering. She is a companion and protagonist in much of this 
amoxohtoca. Lorie Novak, as many photo graphs in this volume attest, has 
often been a cotraveler, extending vision to places where my eyes could not see. 
Marianne Hirsch, Richard Schechner, Fred Moten, Marcial Godoy-Anativia, 
Toby Volkman, Juan López Intzin, Rebecca Schneider, Faye Ginsburg, Leda 
Martins, and Jacques Servin have been essential to my way of thinking 
and acting in the world. David Brooks of La Jornada, Diana Raznovich, 
Catherine Lord, Kim Tomsen, Julio Pantoja, Ricardo Dominguez, Benjamin 
Arditi, Peter Kulchyski, Reverend Billy, and Savitri D. have accompanied 
and inspired me, each in their own way. Some thinkers, such as Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui, Judith Butler, and Greg Grandin, come up again and again in my 
travels. Thanks to Manuel R. Cuellar and David Jesus Arreola Gutiérrez for 
their help with Nahuatl! And to Alexei Taylor, who can draw what I can only 
imagine. I have learned a considerable amount from Grace McLaughlin and 
Anthony Sansonetti, the two best research assistants imaginable. I thank you 
all. The voices of many of my colleagues, students, and Hemi collaborators 
and co-conspirators accompany me wherever I go. ¡Presentes! ¡Gracias! 

Thanks to the Institut D’Etudes Avancée de Paris, which offered me a 
research fellowship in spring 2017, allowing me to find time to start putting 
this book together.

Thanks always to Ken Wissoker of Duke University Press, who has stew-
arded almost all my books, to Liz Smith, the senior project editor who 
worked on this book, and Macarena Gómez-Barris, coeditor of our series 
Dissident Acts.

As always, Susanne Zantop, I wish I could walk and talk with you.
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 There can be no discourse of decolonization, no theory of decolonization, without 
a decolonizing practice.— silvia rivera cusicanqui, “Ch’ixinakax utxiwa”

Not long ago, I received a mass email from Juan Carlos Ruiz, then codirector 
of the New Sanctuary Movement in New York, asking us to be ¡Presente!, 
to show up and stand up to U.S. policies of deportation that are currently 
tearing families apart. I’ve known and admired Ruiz since we met in 2014, 
and he invited me to serve as a judge on the Permanent  People’s Tribunal 
(ppt), a nonbinding court of opinion that hears and responds to the plight 
of persecuted  peoples whose claims  will never be taken up by a court of law. 
That was the third hearing, this one held in New York City, that accused the 
Mexican and U.S. governments of crimes against humanity.1 Several emi-
nent  human rights advocates  were part of that tribunal— Rául Vera, bishop 
of Saltillo;  Father Alejandro Solalinde, nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize 
for his defense of mi grants; and other luminaries deeply committed to the 
defense of  human rights.

During  those three days, we listened to mi grants tell us of murders, 
forced disappearances, rapes, kidnappings, and robberies they faced as they 
headed north to the U.S. through Mexico. We heard from Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals students whose families  were threatened with de-
portation, not knowing then that they too would soon be at risk. Undocu-
mented domestic workers spoke of the violent and degrading conditions in 
the un regu la ted  labor market. Afro Garifuna  women from Honduras said 
 they’d been tricked with rumors that they could safely cross into the U.S. if 
they came alone with their small  children. Instead they  were shackled and 
released to relatives. They had to sit near an outlet during our hearings to 

ONE
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keep their ankle monitors charged— a modern instantiation of black Latinx 
 women in chains. For a moment, the ongoing, state- sponsored or sanc-
tioned brutality made itself painfully vis i ble. I knew of  these dehumanizing 
politics, of course, but seldom so directly and intimately. As each person 
confided in us, looking us in the eye, she or he trusted us to do something 
about the cruel injustice. Courts adjudicate,  after all.  There are supposed to 
be consequences for criminal acts. While the jury declared the governments 
guilty of crimes against humanity, as charged, the tribunal’s main contribu-
tion was more symbolic and informative than juridical. It was, in a sense, 
“just” a per for mance, an enacted aspiration for justice. Although the ppt 
has major standing in  human rights circles, we knew that nothing concrete 
would come of it.  These stories too would sink back into invisibility, part of 
the normalized cruelty in which we carry on our everyday lives. Never have 
I felt more powerless and responsible to and for  people I did not know.

What can we do when apparently nothing can be done, and  doing noth-
ing is not an option?

For many involved in the tribunal, however, the per for mance of listen-
ing and fighting for justice was morally and ethically binding. We had to 
be ¡presentes! Every one on the jury had a history of sustained, at times life- 
threatening, activism. Solalinde’s early work creating shelters for mi grants 
was inspirational. He would accompany them on occasion as they traveled 
deadly routes, arguing that his priest’s collar offered a modicum of protec-
tion. Juan Carlos Ruiz helps or ga nize a sanctuary movement to shield mi-
grants from deportation, often getting arrested in the pro cess. Someone  else 
on the jury was a  lawyer who worked tirelessly for mi grant rights. I am an 
academic, a per for mance studies Latin Americanist—so I de cided to do 
what I do best: research and document and transmit— link my knowing to a 
 doing, to thoughtful and sustained action.

With several colleagues at the Hemispheric Institute (Hemi), we agreed 
to spend a good deal of time on the road through Central Amer i ca,  Mexico, 
and the Mexico- U.S. border region interviewing and working with  mi grants 
and  those who care and advocate for them.2 This was an act of  acuerpamiento, 
learning of a situation by living it in the flesh. We had to walk the walk. We 
also needed to hermanarnos (become brothers/sisters) to build trust, to lis-
ten, and to care. We could then create a rec ord of the testimonies of  those 
we encountered in our path. We moved through Honduras, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, crossed the Suchate (the border river between Mexico and Gua-
temala), followed the mi grant trails on and off, back and forth, for months 
that became years. We spoke with mi grants and their defenders in shelters, 
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the volunteers who provided care for amputees who had lost limbs on the 
train (La Bestia), sought out the unmarked graves of  those who died on the 
way, and met with families of  those who have dis appeared.3 At times, the 
local military kept us in their scopes, threatening anyone who spoke with us. 
The activists in the region shrugged the  hazard off— the government already 
knew who they  were and would eliminate them as they saw fit. The murder 
of environmental activist Berta Cáceres in Honduras just before we arrived 
proved that.  Things  were terrible  under Obama, but now  under the Trump 
administration every one we spoke to knew it would get much worse. How’s 
this  going to end? we’d all ask each other.

Marcial Godoy- Anativia, the managing director of Hemi, and I got so 
tired and heartsick at times on  those routes that we noted we  were losing our 
capacity to speak, to form coherent sentences in  either Spanish or En glish. 
We traced the hemi sphere’s “vertical border,” joined activists and scholars 
on the border in Arizona and  later in New York City to protest against 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ice) and call for the release of 
 those detained. We have participated as international observers on  human 
rights missions and brought dozens of gradu ate students from through-
out the Amer i cas to walk the trail with us.4 At one shelter, the students 
and mi grants— some roughly the same age and a few even from the same 
countries— started dancing together. It was hard to distinguish between 
them. At the end of the after noon, we got back on our air- conditioned bus 
and they  were left to fend for themselves on their dangerous trek north. If 
they  were to  ride with us, they would be immediately jailed and deported 
by the federal and local agents who  stopped our bus multiple times a day. 
We all felt sickened by the wild disparities in terms not just of privilege but 
of life expectancy. Acuerpamiento only goes so far. Why would they even 
talk to us? What could they conceivably get out of the exchange? One mi-
grant articulated a power ful stipulation— I  will talk to you all, he said, but 
you promise me you  will do something about this. We all agreed, and many 
of us have worked in vari ous ways to make good on that promise. One 
of the trans students started working with trans mi grants on that journey 
and never  stopped.  Others are now  lawyers and rights activists. Some de-
vised artistic interventions. At Hemi, we created Ecologies of Mi grant Care 
(https:// migration . hemi . press / ), a bilingual digital repository of more than 
one hundred accounts/testimonials by mi grants and  those who care for 
them. The videos, allow them to tell their own stories, in their own words. 
Our proj ect shares the vision articulated by Fray Tomás, who started and 
runs the “72,” the shelter for mi grants in Tenosique, Mexico: “We  aren’t the 
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voice of anyone. They have their own voice;  they’re subjects in their own 
right. They are very brave  people.”5 A “ human library,” as Óscar Martínez, 
author of The Beast called it.6 We continue to add more interviews, artistic 
interventions, and teaching resources to extend access to the materials now 
and into perpetuity (in library terms) in collaboration with nyu Libraries. 
This, we hope, is one way of protecting the stories from sinking into per-
manent invisibility. Someone  will find them. Some  will care.

Being  here/there, physically on the route, talking and walking with  others 
makes physical, po liti cal, and ethical demands on us. It was painfully clear 
that we do not know what they know, or experience or share their strug gles 
and fate, but  these interactions offered us another power ful way of knowing 
and acting on what we knew. Since 2014, I have participated as an activist, 
a professor, and a researcher in a series of interventions concerning the mi-
grant crisis.7 It’s hard to know that we can only do what we can do; harder 
still to accept that we must to do what we can do. Despair and cynicism are 
not options.

This study revisits and reperforms the history of state vio lence born of 
conquest, colonial histories, imperialist interventions, and neoliberal extrac-
tivist practice, reborn continually with new unfolding proj ects of vio lence 
and disappearance. My question: How do we live and respond ethically to 
this systemic brutality, knowing full well that many of us are embedded in 
it and benefit from the economic inequalities it produces? While the migra-
tion catastrophe is only part of the prob lem I examine, Ruiz’s email asking 
us/me to be ¡presente! precipitated a po liti cal as well as personal reflection— 
what does it mean to be presente to  others and to oneself?

¡Presente!, with and without exclamation marks, depends on context. As 
much an act, a word, and an attitude, ¡presente! can be understood as a war 
cry in the face of nullification; an act of solidarity as in responding, show-
ing up, and standing with; a commitment to witnessing; a joyous accom-
paniment; pre sent among, with, and to, walking and talking with  others; an 
ontological and epistemic reflection on presence and subjectivity as pro cess; 
an ongoing becoming as opposed to a static being, as participatory and rela-
tional, founded on mutual recognition; a showing or display before  others; 
a militant attitude, gesture, or declaration of presence; the “ethical impera-
tive,” as Gayatri Spivak calls it, to stand up to and speak against injustice.8 
¡Presente! always engages more than one. Sometimes it expresses po liti cal 
movement, sometimes a being together, walking down the street or celebrat-
ing and enacting our response, position, and attitude in our encounter with 
 others, even when the other has been dis appeared, or hides its face.
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While  these examples focus on presente as interactive and po liti cal, it also 
has a more self- reflexive dimension— how pre sent am I in my own body, in 
the dailiness of my own life? Jesusa Rodríguez, one of Mexico’s major artists, 
activists, and now senators, and I have led an exercise in per for mance peda-
gogy (which I discuss at length in chapter 3) that makes one critical point: 
The way you do this is the way you do every thing. It  doesn’t  matter what the 
this is. The way I decide to meet up with a friend, advocate for justice, look 
away when I see a homeless person, make a meal, or teach a class is how I do 
every thing. Am I in a hurry? Multitasking? Thoughtful? Thinking of some-
thing  else? A perfectionist? Good enough is good enough, and almost good 
enough, I reassure myself, is sometimes fine too? Ruiz’s call to be presente 
suddenly made me reflect on the ways in which I am/not presente in every-
thing I do. Presente to whom? Where? Why? What does it mean ethically 
and po liti cally? In scholarly and pedagogical terms? Presence, as ¡presente!, 
as embodied engagement, as po liti cal attitude, asks us to reexamine what we 
(think) we know, how we know, and the obligations and responsibilities that 
accompany such knowledge.

¡Presente! as an organ izing concept informs my proj ect in several key 
ways: epistemically, po liti cally, artistically, and pedagogically. ¡Presente! per-
forms the methodology (walking), the attitude, and the existential urgency 
of the argument. It is the argument. We need to be ¡presentes!

 These vari ous aspects of ¡presente! mutually reinforce each other to pro-
vide the pathways through the chapters, connected through my personal 
experience in ever- extending networks of activist commitment. No word in 
En glish captures the force or the multivalence of this term. The gesture of 
the raised fist enacts the militancy. The declaration “ We’re  here,  we’re queer, 
get used to it” reflects the solidarity and defiance. Shared moments of si-
lence allow us to accompany  others. “Say her name” conveys its recuperative 
gesture. Singing and dancing in a rally capture its joyful, animating quality. 
Yet it’s impor tant to cluster  these many meanings in a name and think them 
through together in this word/act. ¡Presente! allows for that; the chapters 
 here remind us that no one aspect is enough; refusal is not enough, defiance 
is not enough, critique is not enough, joy— alas—is not enough.9 Po liti cal 
interventions require a complex play of dispositions, moves, and gestures.

¡Presente!, moreover, immediately conjures up the bilinguality of this 
proj ect that I have thought through concurrently in Spanish and En glish. 
The En glish lies nested in the Spanish, just one e short. The Spanish exceeds 
the En glish, especially with the emphatic exclamation marks that reflects at-
titude and, more often, commitment and determination. If the study moves 



p r o o f

6 Chapter One

between pre sent and presente, it’s  because I do. As I was born to Canadian 
parents who relocated to Mexico  after living in Cuba, my pro cess of be-
coming moves between languages. I realize that certain ideas and attitudes 
take shape in one language or the other, but rarely in both in the same way. 
Thinking, feeling, gesturing, or acting on them in the (momentarily) “other” 
language requires an act of embodied, linguistic, epistemic, and emotional 
translation, estrangement, approximation, or accommodation. Neither 
language is enough, and even both together fall short. To be clear:  there is 
nothing inherently illuminating or liberating about bi-  or multilinguality. 
We all live si mul ta neously within vari ous linguistic codes—be they regional 
linguistic variations, slang, jargon, or other group- specific forms of commu-
nication. But becoming between languages, living between  here and  there, 
has helped me to understand between- ness, beside- ness, entanglement, and 
negotiation as integral components of thought and presence itself, not simply 
instantiations of geo graph i cal or methodological located- ness.

Mexican Spanish, for example, has indigenous languages living along-
side and within it, pushing the frames of intelligibility to allow native world-
views to express themselves. In Mexico, for example, I live in Tepoztlán, 
a small indigenous town in the Tepozteco range of sacred mountains and 
home to Tepoztecatl, the lord of the mountains and the wind. My  house 
is on Cuauhtemotzin, a street named  after the last Aztec ruler (“one who 
has descended like an ea gle”), executed by the Spanish conqueror Hernán 
Cortés. My  house too retains its Aztec name, Cuatzonco, meaning “head of 
the barrio”— and a long, turbulent history. Without speaking Nahuatl, I say 
 these words  every day. That constant invocation reanimates a history of con-
quest and settler colonialism of which I am a part. The same  thing happens 
in English— Spanglish and Black En glish remind us of the multiple cultures, 
epistemes, and attitudes that flourish within supposed monolinguality. Ay te 
watcho. Mucho be careful. Ailóbit.10 The unsettled, constant back and forth 
of code- switching, for example, conjures a sense of proximity.  Certain words 
and homonyms bridge languages, allow them to touch (at times infelici-
tously), and open up multiple interpretations. A well- known example from 
my youth: Ford Motor Com pany could not understand why its popu lar Nova 
model did not sell in Mexico  until someone pointed out that “no va” means 
“ doesn’t go” in Spanish. The points of proximity and rupture, the iterations 
and multilayeredness of language, form part of the  dis-  re-  mis- placements 
and movement that I mark throughout this study. The constant traversing 
of historical, national, temporal, and linguistic frames is a  thinking/touching / 
becoming in motion that cannot be thought of as  translation proper; it does 
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not try to reproduce or represent stated ideas faithfully. Translation, in this 
sense, seems more like an evolving dialogic, citational, and performatic 
movement that builds on meanings and gestures, highlights the slippages 
and gaps, and exhausts the potentialities of silences and the unspoken to 
understand why some concepts, possibilities, and realities come into or fall 
out of awareness.

My bilinguality and biculturality, moreover, underline another aspect 
of presente. Traveling back and forth from Mexico to Canada to  boarding 
school (“to learna di inglish”) from ages nine to fourteen and then much 
 later to the U.S. for my PhD and now for work, I began to think of myself 
as a cultural broker, a trafficker in ideas with the privilege, access, and 
betrayal that implies.11 Some concepts traveled;  others  were left  behind. 
Much of what I bring into the discussion is not mine to tell, but the  people 
who should be in the room have been denied entry. The theoretical contri-
butions from indigenous scholars in Latin America often find themselves 
filtered, not to say pilfered, by Latin Americanists trained and working in 
the U.S. who use  those ideas for their/our own ends. Indigenous scholars 
have often accused U.S.- based academics of extractivist practices, produc-
ing unengaged and ungrounded work that does not reflect their context.12 
But too often I have been the only person in a room to ask, “What about 
Latin Amer i ca?” When I speak, I do so as a Latin Americanist trained 
in Mexico and the United States, not as a Latin American. How can I 
represent the systemically absented? Or speak for  others? I cannot par-
ticipate in the colonialist gesture of assuming a field absent other voices 
and perspectives— hence the continuing po liti cal urgency of insisting on 
presence.

By moments I’ve come to identify with Malinche, the multilingual indig-
enous  woman who was Cortez’s translator and lover. She is often depicted as 
a bridge figure in the chronicles. Mexicans have long hated her, accusing her 
of giving Eu ro pe ans entry to Aztec practices and ideologies, thus precipitat-
ing the destruction of their empire.13 If being presente demands an ethical 
engagement, it seems that the terms of my presentness— racially, through 
social status, disciplinary training, and institutional location— calls atten-
tion to its many complexities. I am si mul ta neously a Mexican in Canada 
and the U.S. and a guerita (light- skinned, epidermically white) in Mexico. 
I have a slight Spanish accent in En glish, which nonetheless has become 
my dominant language. I am a scholar at a major U.S. university inacces-
sible to all who cannot afford the high cost of tuition. My retirement funds 
are invested in the exploitative forces that I work against. I’m an activist of 
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 human rights, and a person of a privilege. Present/e, for me, means owning 
my mis- fit, mis- translations, and mis- appropriations in a series of interven-
tions and dialogues across disciplinary, linguistic, and cultural/national bor-
der crossings.

Mis- fitting has its advantages. Returning recently from Bolivia to Mexico, 
I forgot that I had a large bag of coca leaves in a jacket I had worn inside 
the Potosí silver mines— the economic engine that produced the Spanish 
empire in the sixteenth  century and positioned Eu rope at the center of the 
known universe, as I argue  later. Coca was an obligatory gift for the min-
ers and for the terrifying statue of the guardian figure, El Tio ( uncle), who 
protects the mine. Having offered copious quantities of coca leaves to all, I 
had slipped the bag of remaining leaves in my jacket pocket and forgotten 
about it. Claiming my suitcase in Mexico City, I remembered with alarm 
the jacket and the coca leaves. Passengers exiting customs  were divided into 
two lines— the X- ray machine for luggage, and the line that went past the 
customs officer and the sniffer dog. I got the dog, who immediately jumped 
on the suitcase holding my jacket and started barking enthusiastically. The 
customs officer was bewildered: a well- dressed white lady of a certain age 
was hardly his idea of a trafficker. The dog kept jumping on my bag. I stood 
frozen by images of spending the night in a jail or in custody someplace. 
The customs officer asked if I was carry ing food in the bag. No. He looked at 
me some more, then asked if I owned a dog. Yes. “That must be it,” he said, 
relieved. “Go ahead.” I could only imagine the dog’s reaction as it saw me 
wheel my bag out the exit. “Why do you train me if  you’re not  going to take 
my skills seriously?” I was the grateful beneficiary of the difficulty in over-
riding assumptions and ste reo types related to race, class, age, and privilege.

But my mis- fits also oblige me to use my scholarly training and access 
as well as my racial, class, and professional privilege to intervene in  every 
way that I can. We— scholars, artists, and activists— often coemerge from 
and inadvertently continue to coproduce  these colonial scenarios. It’s not 
just a decolonial theory about “it” (be it oppression, in equality, subalter-
nity, and so forth) addressed to “them,” it’s about a decolonial practice (as 
Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui says) that implicates me and the way I teach, re-
search, write— remembering that the way I do this is the way I do every-
thing. Part of my responsibility is to learn, unlearn, listen, engage, challenge, 
and if  pos si ble change the scenario.  Here, then, I venture out and bring 
back my personal, at times truncated and one- sided, reflections from  those 
interactions.
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This book is a product of many encounters that respond to one, under-
lying question: How to be pre sent ethically and po liti cally as a scholar, an 
activist, and a  human being— with/to/among the many  people struggling 
against a virulent brew of colonial- imperialist- capitalist- authoritarian- 
environmental- epistemic vio lence throughout the hemi sphere? What makes 
this a book rather than a collection of essays is that presencing works as a 
practice, a methodological as well as theoretical thread. I came to see this 
inquiry as a form of walking theory, thinking in and through the embodied 
and discursive acts of transfer. The ideas  were generated by the encounters, 
the predicaments, the physical motion, challenges, and expenditure that I 
describe. The personal entanglements that arise in each section elucidate 
diff er ent aspects of present/e, ways in which social actors intervene in the 
violent historical scenarios that constitute our hemispheric Amer i cas.

The chapters and pathways draw on conversations in per for mance studies, 
Latin American and hemispheric studies, Native studies, Latinx, Chicana/o 
studies, de-  and anticolonial studies, affect, memory, gender, queer, and trans 
studies, trauma studies, and other postdisciplines, the overlapping configu-
rations that emerge beyond the fence, to think through the embodied and 
po liti cal aspects of ¡presente! as protest, as witnessing, as solidarity, as the 
reciprocal pro cess of becoming in place and with  others. The presentness 
and embodied dimensions of presente enable a set of practices developed in 
per for mance studies that recognize scholars as coparticipants in the strug-
gles, scenarios, and encounters we engage in. Dwight Conquergood put it 
succinctly: “Proximity, not objectivity, becomes an epistemological point of 
departure and return.”14 What we know, in part, depends on our being  there, 
interacting with  others, unsettled from our assumptions and certainties, 
forging at times the conditions for mutual recognition, trust, and solidarity. 
It’s impossible to pretend to be objective or disembodied. The per for mance 
itself, as a framework and as a  doing, contributes to the meaning.

Instead of further cementing demarcated disciplines and institutions, this 
study brings together work by  people from diverse locations, backgrounds, 
and disciplines who contest colonialist theories and practices that produce 
isolated silos of knowledge. The chapters evolve from the point of view of the 
relational “I” that accompanies  others, participates, experiences, responds, 

 1.1  Alexei Taylor, Footprints, 2019.
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analyzes, and writes down the tentative lessons and conclusions drawn 
from  these interactions. “I” am pre sent to vari ous degrees in each one of the 
scenarios I lay before you. The “I,” however, is not autobiographical. I  don’t 
ask that you get to know “me.” Rather, it calls attention to the necessary situ-
atedness of knowledge that always emanates from the embodied practices 
of historically, socially, gendered, racially codified bodies. The located “I,” in 
dialogue with other “I”s, serves as a medium for transmission for the acts, 
ideas, strug gles, and possibilities outlined in the vari ous chapters. Nonethe-
less, to use Richard Schechner’s formulation, the “I” is not not autobiograph-
ical.15 My situatedness in both space and professional status, my physical 
appearance and abilities, my linguistic and experiential limitations pre sent 
me, affect how  others interact with me, and frame what I can and cannot 
see, can/cannot register, participate in, or transmit. The “I” is, as Michel de 
Certeau posited, “a locus in which an incoherent (and often contradictory) 
plurality of such relational determinations interact.”16 “I” embody and rep-
resent all sorts of social forces that exceed my capacity to grasp or control.

Present/e, si mul ta neously singular and plural in both languages, conveys 
the ontological condition that one is/we are never fully pre sent alone, and 
plurality always entails singularity. This “I” is part of a “we,” or vari ous “we”s, 
inextricable from them, yet remembering, again, as Jean- Luc Nancy makes 
clear, that we are with, yet separate.17 “We” exists in states of besideness and 
betweenness. We all appear to  others, and  others appear to us. Yet  there is 
nothing transparent about this pro cess of appearance. We do not just recog-
nize and acknowledge each other in a neutral “space of appearance.”18 The  
I/we entails complex rituals and politics of recognition. If, as Hannah  Arendt 
argues, “in acting and speaking, men [sic] show who they are, reveal ac-
tively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in the 
 human world,”19 we need to ask what happens to  those non- Enlightenment, 
nonliberal subjects— the slaves, the poor, the mi grants who  will always be 
a “what” rather than a “who” in certain spaces. Who gets to speak and re-
veal their “unique personal identities”? Who gets to speak for whom? Do “I” 
even recognize you as  human? As part of my “we”? Do you acknowledge me? 
How many “we”s do we all belong to? Who is being presented, presenced?

 These positions, always negotiated, at times transitory, are never given. 
Subcomandante Marcos, now known as Subcomandante Galeano, for exam-
ple, identifies with all strug gles and locates himself strategically: “Marcos is 
gay in San Francisco, Black in South Africa, Asian in Eu rope, Chicano in San 
Isidro.”20 In I AM, Guillermo Gómez- Peña says that the Sup reperformed 
his 1992 piece, “Spanglish Lesson” (“an Aztec in Nova Hispania/a Mexican 
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in San Diego/a Puertorrican in New York”) to  counter the Mexican govern-
ment’s taunts that Marcos was gay, thinking that might discredit him.21 Per-
for mances of identity are always reperformances— sometimes enactments 
handed down from above, sometimes oppositional forms of being articu-
lated from below. Who gets to set or redefine the terms? Marcos, always, is 
and is not Marcos.22  These per for mances function as repertoires transmit-
ting genealogies, gestures, acts that allow for multiple identifications, affini-
ties, allegiances, and saberes (both “ways of knowing” and “what is known”). 
I like Schechner’s formulation of the not/not. I am not Mexican, but I am 
not/not Mexican. I am not a Gringa but I am not/not a Gringa. I am not 
a traitor, but I am not/not a traitor. Mine too is always a reper for mance of 
negotiation and betrayal. I have chosen to live my Malinchismo as a gift, 
as a form of freedom from nationalisms and imperatives to self- identify in 
specific ways. I can affiliate, empathize, advocate, and accept responsibility, 
but I do not identify or belong in any one way. Who we are depends in part 
on our way of being presente.

Coming into Presence

We have to work  towards [a] po liti cal identity [for] mi grants as collective subjects 
and  bearers of rights capable of revolutionizing the world— wherever they come 
from, wherever they pass through, and wherever they are  going. A new economic 
identity for mi grants . . .  a new social identity from a social fabric that has been 
destroyed, overtaken by vio lence. They move from one country overtaken by cor-
ruption and impunity to another full of discrimination and humiliation. We must 
create this new identity by weaving together many cultures, many identities. . . .  
We describe this small proj ect called La 72 with some irony as a “liberated ter-
ritory.” We are part of a new collective with a power ful identity.— fray tomás, 
founder of the mi grant shelter in Tenosique, Mexico, La 72

By what means of subjectification do we come into presence?23 How does 
de- subjectification produce absence? How do men,  women, and  children 
become stateless “mi grants,”  people without rights, expendable, disposable? 
How do we come to be Mexican or black or Indian or female, straight, queer, 
trans, or what ever it is we are? ¡Presente! explores the violent implications 
of the Western notion of self- reflective subjectivity through a series of sce-
narios of conquest, colonization, extraction, imperialism, and ongoing state 
vio lence in the Amer i cas resonating from colonial histories. The conquest of 
the Amer i cas in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries inaugurated the global 
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proj ect of capitalism and, powered by the silver coming out of Potosí, estab-
lished Eu rope as the center of the modern world. The conquest, too, ushered 
in notions of subjectivity and race that objectified both Amerindian and 
the African slave populations. The major po liti cal and economic recenter-
ing that placed Eu ro pe ans as the power ful, defining, and conquering “I,” 
Enrique Dussel argues, was “essential to the constitution of the modern 
ego . . .  as subjectivity that takes itself to be the center or end of history.”24 
Dussel traces how Descartes’s 1636 “cogito” articulates and sustains the En-
lightenment view of subjectivity through Kant’s “culpable immaturity” of 
lazy  others, through Hegel’s dismissal of the New World as “immature and 
recently formed,” through to Habermas’s failure to understand the conquest 
as constitutive of modern subjectivity. Hegel’s contempt for inhabitants of 
the Amer i cas (“the inferiority of  these individuals in  every re spect is entirely 
evident”) and Africa (a “ human being in the rough”) are the other side of the 
same coin of the self- defined, self- referential “I.” The Eu ro pe ans alone are 
 bearers of “the Spirit,” the Hegelian notion of “the transcendental (interior 
or temporal) ‘I,’ ” as Denise Ferreira da Silva defines it, and enjoy “the abso-
lute right” over  others who have no rights.25

The non- “I” is constantly subjected to all forms of racist, sexist, homo-
phobic, and xenophobic assaults and microaggressions that become inter-
nalized and accumulate in bodies. We know now of the long- term effects of 
the ongoing pro cess of subjugation that manifest not only in issues related 
to self- esteem but also as physical illness. The exterminating “I,” however, 
needs its “not I” to define itself against, obfuscating the fact that the “other” 
is always also the “not not I” constitutive of the self- defining “I.”26 The “I” co-
emerges, becomes copresence with the “not I,” product of the same vio lence, 
embodying the self- blinding and brutality needed to make the “not I” into 
soulless brutes and “natu ral slaves.”27 Conqueror/conquered. Victimizer/
victim. Slave master/slave. Murderer/corpse.  These subjectivities are coex-
tensional. The enactment of current practices of vio lence, dispossession, and 
disappearance, I argue in chapter 4, stems from  these colonial and imperi-
alist self- definitions and proj ects that enrich the haves and nullify the have- 
nots, rationalized in the name of capitalism and modernity.

Presente and pre sent share an etymological root from Latin: praestāre 
(to give, show, pre sent for approval) and praesēns (being  there).28 It en-
tails the display or pre sen ta tion of self and  others. In the fifteenth  century, 
this meant the coming into presence of indigenous and African  peoples as 
 things in preexisting Eu ro pean regulatory systems. Columbus took nine or 
ten misnamed Amerindians to Eu rope as a pre sent or gift to pre sent them 
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to the Spanish court in 1493 as proof that he had discovered the sea route 
to Asia.29 Did the captives’ being  there, pre sent in their humanity, misrep-
resented in terms of their origins, override the stunned won der of  those in 
court? Pre sent, yes, but pre sent as strange, inhuman, found objects. How 
many survived? Nobody knows.

So began centuries of turning presence into absence for indigenous and 
African  peoples in the Amer i cas, somebodies into nobodies in what Frantz 
Fanon calls “a zone of nonbeing.”30  Humans mutated into exploitable and 
disposable property.31 So began the hemispheric colonial history of being in 
transit, from the forced transportation of  these Amerindians to the Span-
ish court, to the brutal shipping of Africans through the circum- Atlantic, 
from the Trail of Tears endured by Native Americans, to the current forced 
migration of Central Americans escaping vio lence in their home countries, 
ravaged in the 1970s by U.S. Cold War practices.32

On display, then, from the inaugural scenario of conquest was a new and 
yet reiterative domain of New Spain, the geopo liti cal formation of the so- 
called Amer i cas populated by creatures rendered strange. “New” ushers in a 
linear, fractured temporality, a before- after, that separates  peoples and prac-
tices from themselves and allows invaders to conquer and destroy existing 
worlds, including their notions of time.33 This violent dis- encounter, rather 
than “encounter,” as scholars have long liked to call the age of conquest,34 
ushered in what Achille Mbembe calls “the ever- presence and phantom-
like world of race.”35 Racial categories such as “Indian,” “mulato,” “mestizo,” 
“creole,” and “criollo” came into the world. Racialization proved the “most 
efficient instrument of social domination in 500 years,” according to Aníbal 
Quijano.36 As a category of thought and policy, the concept of race emerged 
 earlier than previously recognized by Eu ro pean theorists with  little knowl-
edge of the Amer i cas. Even the brilliant Hannah Arendt erroneously argues 
that race became operationalized as “a princi ple of the body politic” on the 
“Dark Continent.”37 Anyone who maintains that “race was the Boers’ answer 
to the overwhelming monstrosity of Africa— a  whole continent populated 
and overpopulated by savages” has not read Columbus’s letters or looked at 
Theodor de Bry’s sixteenth- century engravings of Amer i ca.38

If, as Alexander G. Weheliye suggests, we need to think of “racializing 
assemblages . . .  as a set of sociopo liti cal pro cesses that discipline humanity 
into full  humans, not- quite- humans, and nonhumans” rather than race “as 
a biological or cultural classification,” then we need to think how  these as-
semblages  were developed in tandem at the time of the conquest.39 Dozens 
of Mesoamerican groups collapsed into “Indians.” Iberians, accompanied by 
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African soldiers and slaves, produced new racial categories  later codified as 
castas. As Amerindians perished at an extraordinary rate—95  percent of the 
population died in the first fifty years of contact— more than 110,000 Afri-
can slaves  were brought to Mexico between 1521 and 1624 to do the back-
breaking work that, according to Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, the indigen-
ous  peoples  were too weak to do.40 From the beginning, and some argue for 
the first time in  human history, racial difference was created, depicted, and 
naturalized as a biological fact and economic necessity.41

The indigenous and African populations  were conceived as necessary in 
providing the “ free”  labor for imperial cap i tal ist expansion but expendable 
in terms of all  else.  Because they vastly overwhelmed the Eu ro pe ans demo-
graphically, the colonizers mandated the absolute subjugation and manage-
ment of both groups.42 The newly imposed  legal structures cemented the so-
cial barriers between conquerors and conquered.43 Zoning laws along ethnic 
divides, the strict distribution of  labor, and castes kept  people separated even 
though the racializing assemblages created them as expendable  others.44 In-
stead of the hundreds of ethnic civilizations living in the Amer i cas at the 
time of the conquest, the indigenous  peoples  were identified as indios, mes-
tizos, castizos, cholos, and pardos depending on reproductive practices and 
social rank. The caste system similarly stripped Africans and their descen-
dants of their ethnic, linguistic, and regional backgrounds. Thirty- six cat-
egories of the castas denoted blacks as lobos (wolves), zambos (bowlegged), 
saltatrás (a step backward), tente en el aire (suspended in the air), and no 
te entiendo (I  don’t understand you).45  These words, along with the images 
that illustrated them, showed Africans and Afro- descendants conjured into 
presence as dark, brutal, backward, incomprehensible. While many of  these 
terms  were not in common use, words such as negros, morenos (dark), mu-
latos, and pardos  were used, the last two reserved for mixed- race  peoples.

While the intertwined histories of Amerindians, Africans, and their de-
scendants exceed my study, they came into presence as  things, property to 
be exploited. Colonists circumvented existing prohibitions against enslaving 
indigenous  peoples.46 In some cases, they argued that as pagans, indigenous 
 peoples  were not protected by existing laws.  Others, like Ginés de Sepúlveda, 
held the opinion that it was legitimate to enslave indigenous  people  because 
they  were by nature slaves of “inferior intelligence along with inhuman and 
barbarous customs. . . .  They have established their nation in such a way that 
no one possesses anything individually, neither a  house nor a field, which he 
can leave to his heirs in his  will.”47 Capitalism served as both an instrument 
and ideology of conquest.  Whether they  were designated as slaves or peons, 
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indigenous workers  were often placed in conditions of servitude that have 
continued into the pre sent.

This structural coming into presence of Afro and indigenous  peoples, 
not as subjects but as subjugated and expendable  labor, as racialized  things, 
then, needs to be thought together. Like Mbembe, I understand Foucault’s 
definition of racism as being “above all a technology aimed at permitting 
the exercise of biopower,” defined by Foucault as “the set of mechanisms 
through which the basic biological features of the  human species became the 
object of a po liti cal strategy.”48 We would do well, however, to push the date 
of the rise of capitalism and the vari ous manifestations of modernity linked 
to biopower back to the conquest, colonization, and slavery of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries rather than to the eigh teenth  century as Foucault 
posits. “The modern world- system was born in the sixteenth  century,” as 
Aníbal Quijano, Immanuel Wallerstein, Enrique Dussel, Ramón Grosfoguel, 
and  others have shown, with the geosocial construction of the “Amer i cas.”49 
The exercise of biopower to control and annihilate populations during this 
period remains linked to the rise of capitalism, as Foucault noted. But the 
rise of “global networks” and alliances, “Eu ro pean cap i tal ists,” “armed trade,” 
“a military- fiscal state,” “the invention of financial instruments,” “the expro-
priation of land,” slavery, and a  legal system defending  these practices  were 
all put in motion with Columbus’s arrival in the Amer i cas.50

We also need to extend the paradigm to consider the continuous (and 
changing) coming into presence of the “Indian” from the fifteenth  century 
throughout what is now Latin Amer i ca, and a  century or so  later  after the 
British and French colonists arrived in what is now the U.S. and Canada, to 
the pre sent.51 As Linda Tuhiwai Smith states, “Imperialism frames the Indi-
genous experience.”52 For all their differences, such as indigenous  peoples 
who had city- state polities (Aztec, Inca, Maya) versus the northern “Bush 
 people,” gatherers and hunters,53 many Native American nations and com-
munities (in the hemispheric sense) still share impor tant commonalities: 
from recognizing “the presence of energy and power [as] the starting point 
[and cornerstone] of their analyses and understanding of the world,”54 to an 
emphasis on communal and relational subjectivity; oneness with the land 
(or mapu for the Mapuche), the cosmos, and every thing in it; notions of 
mino bimaadiziwin or the “good life” for the Nishnaabeg that Leanne Be-
tasamosake Simpson writes about;55 to the fight for the dignidad rebelde (re-
bellious dignity) of the Zatapistas and the Sioux activists at Standing Rock. 
As colonizers and settlers imposed diff er ent languages, religions,  labor and 
living conditions, and practices and policies dispossessing native communi-
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ties of their land for over five hundred years, the nations and groups have 
found vari ous ways of coming into presence through “resurgence” that re-
asserts their names, languages, and traditions through protest and at times 
armed strug gle.56 This ongoing becoming is best thought through a hemi-
spheric and per for mance lens. As Simpson notes, “per for mance art” (and I 
would argue per for mance more broadly) proves invaluable to understand-
ing “Indigenous thought . . .  obtained through collective truths that are de-
rived from the experience of individuals, relationships and connections (to 
the non- human world, the land and each other) through action or ‘presenc-
ing,’ and through creative pro cess.”57

Afro- descendants have also been variously figured in and out of social 
existence—in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by the loss of their names 
and places of origin enabled by the castas system and again in the eigh-
teenth  century with its dismantling. In Mexico, with the largest number of 
 free blacks and the second largest of slaves in the seventeenth  century, the 
Afro and indigenous populations continued to mix. Ben Vinson III argues 
that Mexico’s attempts to eliminate the caste system upon achieving in de-
pen dence in 1821 led to the “ ‘historical forgetting’ of the black population” 
 until about 1940.58 They fell out of presence officially, if not literally. The vast 
majority of the population that included Afro- descendants and indigenous 
 peoples  were designated mestizos, their individual histories buried once 
again  under nomenclature. Who knew  until recently that  there even  were 
Afro- Mexicans? Nobody asked.59 The first time that Afro- descendants could 
identify as such in Mexico was on the 2015 Intercensus, where 64.9  percent 
also identified themselves as indigenous.60 An estimated 15   percent of the 
Mexican population is indigenous, though a far greater number is of indig-
enous descent. The names have changed, but the discriminatory logics re-
main the same. This example of race as a system of desubjectification shows 
the complex operations and interconnections of coming into and falling out 
of presence as part of a transpersonal, historical continuum.

Major theorizations of race in the Amer i cas also come in and out of pres-
ence in odd ways. Many key anticolonial scholars born in the Amer i cas, 
 people such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Stuart Hall, and  others who 
identify as Afro- descendants have mostly left the extermination and domi-
nation of indigenous  peoples out of their thinking about race. Césaire’s A 
Tempest, for example, depicts the submissive Ariel as a “mulatto slave” (Afro- 
European) and the rebellious Caliban as a “black slave.”61 The indigenous 
presence completely dis appears in this version of conquest and coloniality, 
just as the Taíno and Guanahatabey have almost been erased from the islands 
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now known as the Ca rib bean and Antilles. Even the memory of the era-
sure is erased. Caliban, Shakespeare’s “savage and deformed slave,” I always 
assumed, was indigenous. Columbus’s reports in his ‘First Letter” (1492) of 
an island named Carabis inhabited by  people who are “extremely fierce” 
and “eat  human flesh” inspired Montaigne’s essay, Of Cannibals (c. 1580), 
which scholars assume was the basis for Shakespeare’s Caliban.62 Colum-
bus in that letter specifically stated, “They are not Negroes, as in Guinea, 
and their hair is straight.” But then, Columbus thought he had reached Asia. 
Cuban theorist Roberto Fernández Retamar, in his Calibán, sees him as the 
symbol of mestizo (indigenous/Eu ro pean) Amer i ca.63 Theories of race in 
Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean have developed in parallel linguistic and 
po liti cal tracks. Studies of race tend to focus on Afro- descendant popula-
tions, primarily in Brazil, while studies of indigenous and mestizo Amer i-
cas often ignore race.64 Each assigns diff er ent aspects of the same history to 
oblivion. Colonialism imposes its own geographies of knowledge.

While many reasons contribute to the disconnect,  here I  will simply point 
to four. First, colonial metropoles in Britain and France played central roles 
in training intellectuals from their former colonies and disseminating their 
findings. Spain played no such role. If anything, it turned its back on the new 
racial categories and  peoples that  were produced by its conquest and colo-
nialism of the Amer i cas. The words “mestizo” and mestizaje did not enter 
the official dictionary of the Real Academia  until 1992. Mestizar appears in 
the Diccionario del uso del español as “adulterating the purity of a race by its 
cross with  others.”65 Not a word about the centuries of Spanish mixing with 
the indigenous and African  peoples they named and dominated. Dictionar-
ies, like histories, perpetuate erasures.

Second, Spain was not a center of philosophical or scientific thought 
even before its sharp economic decline in the seventeenth  century. Secular 
universities in the late eigh teenth  century, as Ramón Grosfoguel points out, 
“used the Kantian anthropological idea that rationality was embodied by the 
White man north of the Pyrenees mountains.”66 In part, Spain’s lack of pres-
tige stemmed from Eu ro pean perception that the Spanish language, suited 
to emotions and literary expression, was inadequate to the task of rigorous 
rational inquiry, as Walter Mignolo argues.67

Third, colonial spheres of interest and ideology expanded along linguis-
tic, not geo graph i cal, lines. Fanon’s Martinique, for example, was part of 
France; Jamaica, where Hall was born and trained, part of Britain. Their po-
sitioning as Francophone and Anglophone (as opposed to American in its 
hemispheric sense) post-  and anticolonial scholars accounted for the ways 
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in which they thought about race and coloniality from the perspective of 
other, fundamentally diff er ent, instances of colonialism developed in rela-
tionship to India, Africa, and Algeria.

Fourth, the Amer i cas, including the complexities inherent in the produc-
tion of “race,” do not figure into the ways in which major Eu ro pean theorists 
such as Arendt and Foucault thought about race as the ideological driver 
of capitalism. Therefore, the Amer i cas drop out of most reflections on race, 
coloniality, and biopower when critical discussions of postcolonial theories 
do not neatly apply. Hannah Arendt excludes the Amer i cas and Australia 
from her thinking as “the two continents that, without a culture and history 
of their own, had fallen into the hands of Eu ro pe ans.”68

Generalized lack of understanding about the impact of colonialism on 
both Afro- descendants in Latin Amer i ca and Amerindians continues to be 
understood as a deficiency on the part of the ignored.69 Juan López Intzín 
(Xuno López), a Mayan Tzeltal speaker, whose work I engage throughout, 
recently pointed out that in the sixteenth  century the Spaniards  were argu-
ing about  whether Amerindians had souls. Now  people argue about  whether 
 they’re intelligent.70 My turn to necropolitics and other theories developed 
in relation to blackness and the slave trade attempts to place the colonial 
Eu ro pean paradigms in conversation with indigenous perspectives, when 
pos si ble, to call attention to the historical and theoretical lacuna in the study 
of ongoing coloniality in Latin Amer i ca.

Para- presente

What if we considered  these overlapping histories and theories of subjec-
tification together, as copresent, coemergent? While annihilating systems 
of power have systemically denied subjectivity to women and indigenous, 
black, trans, mi grant (and many other) communities for centuries,  these 
histories tend to splinter off into isolated, parallel events and instances. 
Linguistic and regional separations, spheres of influence, temporal divides, 
and other  factors make it difficult to see this vio lence as always, already, and 
everywhere connected. Western linear temporalities and spatial bound aries 
delimit our understanding.

While ¡presente!, as in pre sent tense, screams out the urgency of the now, 
its reiterative power points to its ongoing demands, the constant shuffle be-
tween the past, pre sent, and  future configured differently in diff er ent epis-
temes. In indigenous and African cultures, long considered anachronistic or 
backward by some commentators, time is plural, multilayered, and coexists 
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alongside other times— the times of the gods, the natu ral ele ments, the an-
cestors,  human time, and so on. Leda Martins writes of “spiral time” in the 
worldview of Yoruba and Congo descendants in Brazil, in which the “past” 
lies ahead, in view, and the  future sneaks up from  behind.71 Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui notes the simultaneity of past and futurity in the Aymara world-
view: “ There is no post or pre in this vision of history that is not linear or 
teleological but rather moves in cycles and spirals and sets out on a course 
without neglecting to return to the same point.”72 For the Aztecs, accord-
ing to James Maffie, “time’s passing . . .  consists of the successive comings 
and  goings— accompanying and abandoning—of qualitatively diff er ent 
kinds of tonally- energy burdens . . .  each kind if time has its own kind of 
energy, character, or personality.”73 The Zapatistas, according to Marcos aka 
Galeano, think of temporality as an hourglass, “through which one can see 
time  going by and try to understand that, but see the time that’s coming 
at the same time.”74 The par tic u lar mix of anachronism, futurity, and ex-
istential/po liti cal emergency invites us to think of para- times. “Para,” as a 
prefix, attaches itself to other words to denote proximity; para stands along 
with, by, besides.75 Paranormal exceeds scientific explanation but remains 
attached and defined by the normal. Paraphrase signals another way of say-
ing something— not the same words, but closely attached to their meaning. 
Paramilitary, as auxiliary or unofficial armed forces, might not be military, 
but  they’re not not military. Para- times encourage us to think of geologi-
cal time, historical time, environmental,  human, and animal time alongside, 
within, and with each other rather than as sequential. One time frame does 
not necessarily account for another. At times the vari ous moments appear 
together, a palimpsestic layering. At  others, they loop as a reiterative, seem-
ingly endless again- ness. Even in the  human experience of time, certain phe-
nomena can never be analyzed in and through their own moment. History, 
tradition, religion, trauma, for example, are not coterminous with the events 
that gave them rise,  whether it be the birth of a savior or a blow or a defining 
event. The effects and affects come  later. In other ways, too, we do not all live 
in the same moment, and this is not just  because we inhabit diff er ent time 
zones. The street vendor in Bogotá selling indigenous food lives in a para- 
time and space, alongside the one inhabited by her customer, the affluent 
corporate businessman who drives by in his new car.

Para- times strain the more expansive Western notions of temporality. 
Even queer and trans temporalities, which I explore in chapter 6, can fracture 
along racial and ethnic lines as the anachronistic or para- temporal nature of 
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native queer thought crashes into the exigencies of identitarian politics.76 
Coming into presence for queer Cree artist Tomson Highway means conjur-
ing up a vanis hing world of possibilities in front of our Western eyes.77 The 
now, for Cree speakers like him from northern Manitoba and the Northwest 
Territories, rehearses its own demise.

In Western cultures, capitalism has reduced the non- Western experiences 
of time into productive/nonproductive time, work time and time off. From 
a topological perspective, time is usually represented as linear, a line that 
ties past to pre sent, to  future, though at times the line might be depicted as 
thoroughly knotted. In addition to the existential condition of “time pre sent 
and time past . . .  both perhaps pre sent in time  future” of T. S. Eliot’s Four 
Quartets, we now have the temporalities of surveillance systems and po liti-
cal preemptive strategies where, quite literally, “What might have been and 
what has been / Point to one end, which is always pre sent.”78 Pre sent danger, 
unlocatable threat, but still linear.79 By the mid-2010s, preemption becomes 
the dominant tactical, existential, and ontological regime that Brian Mas-
sumi labels ontopower: “For a  future cause to have any palpable effect it must 
somehow be able to act on the pre sent.”80

The colonization of the  future hijacks the pre sent and obscures other 
epistemic conditions, other ontologies: the decimation of past and pre-
sent to preclude a  future. Preemptive strikes si mul ta neously perpetuate 
the racist, colonialist, imperialist, and extractivist vio lence of the past, 
ensuring that nothing  will grow  there but more vio lence.  These are the 
“ruins yet to come” that Ricardo Dominguez speaks of.81 In other words, 
empire has colonized the  future; cap i tal ists can defy limits by sending 
Teslas into space even as their border officials reinforce bound aries by 
building walls and placing mi grant  children in cages. The long-  and 
short- term health effects of traumatic loss ensure that the newly recolo-
nized  don’t have a  future.82 The Guaraní, Dussel tell us, “understood the 
end of the world in terms of the end of the forest and the elimination of 
any  future time.”83

Yet, in the expandable now and porous pre sent of per for mance, we might 
find fragments of other ways of being pre sent.84 Rebecca Schneider builds 
on historian Howard Zinn’s notion of “fugitive moments,” moments sal-
vaged from the past to “pre sent us with its own alternative  futures— futures 
we might choose to realize differently.” In per for mance, she argues, reenact-
ment and other forms of repeat show the potential for time to be “malleable 
po liti cal material.”85 Per for mance, as we  shall see, serves a vital role in 
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opening spaces to breathe and come into presence as a strategic “we” to rei-
magine other ways of acting and thinking in the world.

Presente, but where? Two enormous housing proj ects in the southern part of 
Mexico share the same name. The Siglo XXI Migratory Station, a large and 
forbidding detention and deportation center, “lodges” and “repatriates” (in 
the language of the Mexican government) about 250,000 Central American 
mi grants a year who escape the vio lence in their countries to seek refuge, 
safety, and work elsewhere.86 The U.S. has outsourced its militarized policies 
to keep mi grants away from its own southern border. Near that Siglo XXI, 
the familiar logo for the  Century 21 real estate agency reminds the better- off 
that they can live anywhere. “More Americans have been added to the popu-
lation of Mexico over the past few years than Mexicans have been added to 
the population of the United States, according to government data in both 
nations.”87 Many U.S. citizens in fact move to Mexico precisely not to work. 
They want to retire with a higher standard of living, cheaper ser vices, and a 
better climate than they would have back home.

The two projects/discourses exist in an interwoven relationship, and not 
just  because their names mirror each other. Each, representing a diff er ent 
migratory population, points to deep blind spots in our discussions about 
who gets to be where.  Century 21 ads feature images of open spaces and pris-
tine nature to encourage what it calls “relentless moves” to unexplored fron-
tiers.88 Relentless? As in “constant, continual, continuous, non- stop” expan-
sionism?89 Anything is pos si ble for their clients; it’s all about choice, comfort, 
safety, and a sense of adventure. Wealthier mi grants, part of what a recent 
New York Times piece called “millionaire migration,” might own multiple 
 houses around the world in case  things get tough back home or they need to 
park their money and avoid paying taxes.90 The same online dictionary spells 
out the second meaning for relentless: harsh, grim, fierce, cruel . . .  remorse-
less, merciless. Siglo XXI offers its inhabitants enclosure, walls, surveillance, 
abuse, and deportation back to the vio lence they have risked their lives to 
leave  behind. Mi grants have no choice. Every thing is impossible.

 Here we have it: the seeming contradiction of capitalism’s newest fron-
tiers coexisting with the U.S. as a walled state;91 mobility and immobility; 
access granted and denied—in short, the world of the liberal individual sub-
ject and the nobodies who can be used and discarded. Mirror images; each 
depends on the other for its existence.
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Instead of a contradictory embroilment, however, I would call it para- 
doxical. Para- , beside, but also “beyond, wrongfully, harmfully, unfavorably, 
and among.”92 We live in para- worlds, para- spaces, in which the Derridian 
lament of “crimes of hospitality” have turned a guest, a “person eating at 
another’s  table” into a “parasite” (the original meaning of parasite as guest), 
a criminal, an inmate at Siglo XXI.93 Even the biological understanding of 
parasites as only invasive and dangerous has under gone radical change in 
the last twenty- five or so years.  Humans have more bacteria than cells in 
their bodies—we need them to live— and both bacteria and parasites can be 
symbiotic and/or pathogenic. Mi grants and refugees, according to conser-
vatives, live off the wealth and goodness of all the hardworking Americans.94 
Conversely, the retirees and the wealthy mi grants, we might argue, live off 
the  labor of  others who help them amass their disposable incomes and who 
look  after them, their  children, and their  houses, food, and dirty laundry.

In our twenty- first  century, neo co lo nial patterns of settlement, occupa-
tion, tourism, and migration are once again being reshuffled, creating ever 
new para- spaces, times, and worlds nested in and alongside  others hidden 
from view. The getaway, the lockup. Mi grants and refugees have often been 
pushed off their lands as multinational corporations take them over for 
hydro, mining, agro, and tourist industries, often with the help of paramili-
tary soldiers. The “para,”  here, points to the privatization of vio lence, paid 
for by industry, needed to maintain both its relentless lateral expansion and 
its walled enclosures. The bodies of murdered mi grants end up in mass pits 
and unmarked graves.

The understanding of what present/e means unfolds as does the list of 
who can be pre sent where, when, and how. The material supports for the 
po liti cal space of appearance and, as impor tant, the space of disappearance 
are the often- ignored aspect of being (not) pre sent. The vari ous ele ments 
of presente can override and annihilate the  others now and for a very long 
time. Yet even within necropolitics, this politics of death, we find necro- 
resistance and necro- art, the politics of life fought in and from the space of 
death itself, affirming the continuing presence of all  those whom biopower 
has deemed expendable, the “resurgence” of cultural practices Leanne Be-
tasamosake Simpson writes of, long ago declared dead.95

Epistemicide

 Here, I advocate for an embodied form of engagement with  others that takes 
us beyond the disciplined and restrictive ways of knowing and acting that 
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our Eurocentric traditions offer us. I join fellow travelers working to undis-
cipline disciplines, to move from the university to the multiversity, as well as 
 those who search for alternative epistemic practices in their academic fields 
and elsewhere—in art, per for mance, and other forms of world-making. Per-
for mance itself, as Guillermo Gómez- Peña notes, offers “a conceptual ‘ter-
ritory’ with fluctuating weather and borders, a place where contradiction, 
ambiguity, and paradox are not only tolerated but encouraged. . . .  Our per-
for mance country is a temporary sanctuary for other rebel artists and theo-
rists expelled from monodisciplinary fields and separatist communities.”96 
This territory is full of fugitives, artists, scholars, and activists who resist 
colonialist limitations.

¡Presente! enacts not just an attitude and a defiant stance but also a way of 
knowing and being in the world that asks us to rethink and unlearn some of 
the limitations imposed by Western thought and education. Our epistemic, 
po liti cal, and economic institutions  were built on the backs of the conquered, 
the enslaved, the indebted, and the excluded, and not simply  because black 
slaves and indigenous peons built the universities in the Amer i cas that 
would deny them entrance. The colonialist proj ect coproduced systems of 
rational thought in which the isolated, individuated subject came into being 
as a product of his own self- recognition, turning all  else into an object of 
knowledge to be mastered and controlled.97 This epistemic move annuls rec-
iprocity and relationality. It facilitates the extermination and enslavement of 
 those  others, the “not I.” The repercussions on the subjugated  peoples not 
included in the defining “I” have been devastating. The coemergence has 
produced a class of the annihilating or killer “I”s.

Not only  were the colonized  peoples excluded as subjects and producers 
of knowledge, but Western educational systems or ga nized knowledge into 
what Boaventura de Sousa Santos calls “monocultures.” He coined the term 
“epistemicide” to signal the damages to ways of knowing that fall outside 
neat divisions and classifications.98 Aníbal Quijano makes a similar point, as 
does Grosfoguel, who links the attack on indigenous systems of knowledge 
to the expulsion of Jewish and Muslim populations from Spain, the enslave-
ment of Africans, and the burning of  women as witches to establish “racial/
patriarchal power and epistemic structures at a world scale entangled with 
pro cesses of global cap i tal ist accumulation.”99 Written documents, begin-
ning with the Requerimiento, declared the invaders the rightful  owners of 
the lands.100 In God’s name, the pope bequeathed them to the Catholic king 
and queen of Spain. The archive, as I argued in The Archive and the Reper-
toire, became an instrument of conquest.
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Before the conquest, the indigenous empires (Aztec, Maya, Inca) valued 
education. The Aztecs, for example, had a formal educational system for 
both noble and common boys and girls. In the schools or calmécac, young 
nobles  were taught by the wise ones, the tlamatinime,  those of “the transmit-
ted knowledge” who “taught and followed the truth.”101 The youths  were ex-
pected to dedicate themselves to the priesthood, war, or the arts.102 The wise, 
in turn, transmitted the way/road through song and painting (writing in 
glyphs): “They  were in charge of painting all the sciences they knew and had 
achieved and of teaching by means of memory all the songs that conserved 
their sciences and histories.”103

Knowledge, as in painting, memorizing, learning, and practicing skills, is 
not a  thing out  there in the world, ready to be found or mea sured or ingested. 
Knowing, like memory, like identity, is relational. It’s a  doing, a learning, 
hard work that we do with  others, a passing on carried out in the pre sent. In 
Quechua, the word for learning, yachasun, exists only in pre sent progressive 
form  because learning always takes place in the pre sent.104 What counts as 
knowledge, and who participates in knowledge production, however, has 
almost always been defined by issues of class, gender, and other ideologi-
cal  factors. Colonization dismissed the noncanonical forms of knowledge of 
the conquered as well as the  people who practiced them as gente sin razón 
( those without reason). The Huarochirí Manuscript, written in Quechua at 
the end of the sixteenth  century by Francisco de Avila, announced, “If the 
ancestors of the  people called Indians had known writing in early times, 
then the lives they lived would not have faded from view.”105 That he could 
not see or understand their cultural productions did not mean they ceased 
to exist or to have lasting value. Many indigenous languages, rituals, fiestas, 
songs, architectures, embroideries, and culinary, medical, and agricultural 
practices remain vis i ble  today.

Epistemicide produces what Leanne Betasamosake Simpson calls “cogni-
tive imperialism that was aimed at convincing us we  were weak and  defeated 
 people.”106 The pain and costs of epistemicide continue, excluding many 
forms of knowledge and knowledge producers, wrecking  humans, animals, 
ecosystems, and cultural systems. Our disciplines often unwittingly sustain 
the very inequalities some of them purport to address  because they have 
been  shaped by that same system of compartmentalization and separation. 
How much do we need to unlearn so that we can learn again, differently? 
¡Presente! envisions knowledge as a relational act, an engaged and located 
knowing, as a pro cess of being with, literally walking and talking with 
 others with all the theoretical pitfalls and ethical and moral  complications 
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and contradictions in terms of access and power that entails. Not en-
gaging does not solve any of the existing difficulties; it simply avoids 
them. Being with, in motion, accepts knowledge as a practice developed 
in transit with  others, not knowing what lies around the bend, always de-
veloping, never arriving.

This study, in its own way, joins  others written in the last de cades that 
have attempted to challenge  these self- induced and self- serving blinders that 
now, many agree, threaten to exterminate us and all  else on earth. Knowledge 
(what it means, who makes it, for whom,  toward what end, and so on) in 
Western thought, it seems, is beginning to emerge from the epistemic lock-
down mode that narrows our understanding of subjectivity, agency, even 
life to every thing surrounding “us,” meaning not just  humans but rather 
some  humans. As Critical Art Ensemble declared in 2000, “ there is no para-
digm, model, or application that is not in some kind of critical trou ble.”107 
Foucault in 1975 had already noted a shift in theoretical thinking from “the 
all- encompassing and global theories” to “something resembling a sort of au-
tonomous and non- centralized theoretical production that does not need a 
visa from some common regime to establish its validity.”108 He recognizes the 
“insurrection of subjugated knowledges” that had previously been “masked” 
and “disqualified.”  These “knowledges from below” have always been in evi-
dence for the communities that produced and animated them.109 Although I 
would in princi ple prefer the use of the plural, knowledges, or saberes (ways of 
knowing), Foucault’s use of the plural  here inadvertently suggests that the all- 
encompassing, traditional Western knowledge (singular) is being challenged 
by all  these  little knowledges. This risks reaffirming the imperial “I”/subju-
gated “not I” binary that I critiqued  earlier, although now the “I” has come 
 under attack. My point  here is  simple: instead of using singular knowledge 
for the power ful and plural knowledges for the subjugated, recognize that we 
all produce knowledge, or knowledges. What’s becoming clearer to many of 
us, however, is that we (the  people I walk and talk with) are among  those who 
bear the vio lence of monocultural thinking.  These insurgent knowledges, as 
Foucault noted, are the product of strug gle. They/we form part of the under-
commons that Fred Moten and Stefano Harney describe.110 The recent nam-
ing and critiques of the Anthropocene reflect the heightened awareness of 
the many costs of this patriarchal, cap i tal ist, colonial- centeredness and push 
for more humane and environmentally sound policies. The new Copernican- 
esque revolution that situates  humans as part of (rather than at the center of) 
life, obliging us to  factor in the externalities of all our actions, requires us to 
decenter our inherited epistemic systems.
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Native studies, critical race theories, feminist, queer, and trans theories, 
and disability studies, among  others, envision knowledge as inseparable 
from strug gle, and they push to decenter the white, masculinist discourse 
that authorizes a specific type of knower and determines what counts as 
knowledge. Anti-  and decolonial strug gles have been all about challenging 
the centeredness of the West and the Western subject that has relegated all 
 else to the periphery.111 As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o has been arguing for de cades, 
decolonization includes revalorizing the autochthonous languages that allow 
us to know, think, communicate, and be outside the colonial framework.

Scholars and scientists from a broad spectrum of traditional disciplines 
have also joined the strug gle to expand what we consider knowledge and 
whom we deem animate beings. Many entities,  we’re learning, are alive and 
interact with every thing  else. Biological studies in quorum sensing discov-
ered that bacteria— among the oldest known life forms—do not function as a 
singular organism but communicate, coordinate, and adapt to their environ-
ment. The realization that animals, trees, the earth, and all  else have agency 
that exceeds  human comprehension has made it into popu lar culture— trade 
books, talk radio, tele vi sion shows, cartoons, podcasts, and blogs teem with 
findings. Some scholars object to what they see as the overly broad, vitalist 
form of materialism, objecting that it “is out to decenter the all- sovereign 
subject into the mesh of material forces that constitute it.”112 Well, yes, as I 
argue in chapter 8. Exactly.

Vari ous strategies of separation and containment continue. Some are 
obvious: we continue to separate knowledges into parts, divisions, fields, 
and subfields of specializations unintelligent to  those in contiguous areas, 
making it difficult if not impossible for  people to speak and think beyond 
 these divides.  Others less so: our emergent technologies and forms of trans-
mission, such as media culture and digital platforms, further tighten our 
epistemic grids. Programming and code, Tara McPherson argues, are 
“lenticular . . .  a structural device that makes si mul ta neously viewing the 
vari ous images . . .  nearly impossible.” The lenticular, she continues, “is a 
way of organ izing the world. It structures repre sen ta tions as well as epis-
temologies. It also serves to secure our understandings . . .  in very narrow 
registers, fixating on sameness or difference while forestalling connection 
and interrelation.”113 So while we may program inter-  and postdisciplinary 
courses and seminars, the ways in which we conceptualize, or ga nize, and 
learn knowledge further cements the bound aries.

Indigenous communities learned long ago that the positioning of the 
colonial patriarchal knowing, thinking subject (gente de razón— the  people 
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of reason) over them, the gente sin razón, has cost them not only their ter-
ritory, their livelihood, but also their capacity to self- identify, and even at 
times their lives. Gradually many  others on earth are feeling the impact of 
the rapacious policies that align self- refereniality and self- interest with con-
trol and profit. While I  will expand on this  later, ¡Presente! allows me to 
explore how some indigenous thought dovetails alongside (not against, or 
 under) current findings in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences, en-
abling a rearticulation and reanimation of a politics of presence that draws 
from vari ous epistemological systems but does not claim the knowledge of 
any one disciplinary base. The move  toward postdisciplinarity invites us to 
meet and have a conversation on the other side of disciplines, beyond the 
fence and the academic formations and divisions that have created many of 
the epistemic black boxes that make certain kinds of knowing pos si ble and 
 others impossible or difficult to apprehend.

 Here, then, I join Santos in the practice of a rearguard theory. “Our 
knowledge,” he writes, “flies at low altitude . . .  stuck to the body.” Rearguard 
theory, “based on the experiences of large, marginalized minorities and ma-
jorities that strug gle against unjustly imposed marginality and inferiority,” 
pertains to the pre-  and postdisciplinary realms.114 Many of us are strangers 
 here, having learned certain impor tant skills but forgotten  others. Younger 
physicians in the United States, for example, have been trained and social-
ized to use increasingly sophisticated diagnostic equipment. The reimburse-
ment incentives and liability environment further enable this trend. This 
results in a general degradation of history taking and the physical examin-
ation of patients. The cornerstones of the doctor- patient relationship, the 
 human interaction skills, are being forgotten. Many economic, social, and 
po liti cal forces across the board shape what we know, what we are taught 
not to know or value.

 Here, jumping the fence beyond our designated, disciplinary area,  we’ve 
left our expertise at the gate.  There are no clear paths or reading lists. Rear-
guard theory resonates with J. Halberstam’s “low theory,” a way to think and 
“locate all the in- between spaces” and negotiate and push through “the divi-
sions between life and art, practice and theory, thinking and  doing, and into 
a more chaotic realm of knowing and unknowing.”115 Not every one agrees on 
what  these alternative spaces should look like. For Harney and Moten, the 
undercommons offer a space where no one is correct or corrected. For them, 
it is a refuge, “ ‘no questions asked.’ It is unconditional— the door swings open 
for the refuge even though it may let in police agents.”116 The Zapatistas, whose 
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communities are  under constant threat of extermination, literally require that 
 people show passports or papers for entry to their territories. They fight to 
keep the police and military out, even as they forge a utopian, capacious, 
alternative world: “a world that holds many worlds.” For them, it’s all about 
the question— how to live in a dangerous world defined by lack of equality, 
re spect, and care. We all need to answer that in our own ways. So rearguard 
theory can never operate in the same way everywhere and always. None-
theless, it needs to include the broader ecosystem of which we are only one 
part. And in addition to Halberstam’s “unknowing,” it would demand an 
active unlearning of some of the training that  we’ve internalized about what 
 matters, and what constitutes acceptable objects of analy sis and forums for 
debate and dissemination.

Time to slow down.
Pause.
Stop in our tracks.
Acknowledge that it’s hard to unlearn.
Like learning, it takes practice, and constant repetition.

 1.3  Alexei Taylor, Footprints Standing, 2019.

Linking Knowing to Acting

Plato, Arendt reminds us, “was the first to introduce the division between 
 those who know and do not act and  those who act and do not know . . .  
so that knowing what to do and  doing it became two altogether diff er ent 
per for mances.”117

What might a per for mance that links knowing and acting look like? Tak-
ing a lead from per for mance theorists and artists, ¡Presente! enacts ways 
of learning and transmitting knowledge by moving through scenarios, 
 dialogues, long  table discussions, and vari ous exercises and pedagogies 
that stage research as per for mance as well as per for mance research. If, as I 
argue, knowledge production is a relational practice, involving action, then 
how do we perform and exercise  these acts of knowing? The separation of 
knowledge production (authorized educators) and consumption (students) 
in  today’s cap i tal ist culture builds on centuries of separating knowing from 
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 doing. Knowledge production, as a cohesive per for mance, entails ele ments 
of interrelationality, of choice, of agency, reflection, and follow- through.

When I asked Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, a feminist sociologist and activist 
from Bolivia, how to say “I” and “me” in Ayamara, she looked perplexed. 
Aymara, like many other native languages, does not have a word for “me.” 
 There is no “I” but rather ch’ixi, a collective subject forged through the ne-
gotiation of the individual “I” and the collective “we.”118 To exist as me, I 
need someone  else to point to me, to recognize and acknowledge me. In 
other words, to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others. This is not the 
self- defining, self- reflexive “I” of the cogito. Indigenous groups, for their 
differences and specificities, share a sense of a communal subjectivity. The 
“I” or “me” is always relational, transitive, a being with. In the language of 
Pangnirtung, spoken in the Arctic, my colleague Peter Kulchyski says that 
“I” exists as “a suffix, - tunga or - junga (depending on  whether it follows 
a consonant or vowel). Quviasuktunga (I am happy). Uqalimajunga (I am 
reading).”119

The “I” that initiated the conversation is not the “I” that emerges. But we 
need to be in the conversation. As Rivera Cusicanqui makes clear,  there is 
no anticolonial discourse without an anticolonial practice.120 The way we do 
this is the way we do every thing.

For me, that means  going to meet  people in their own spaces, on their 
own terms, not to study or observe them but to listen and learn from their 
actions, words, and epistemic systems. This is a stretch for me intellectu-
ally and physically, but also affectively, ethically, and po liti cally. The con-
tradictions and ambiguities abound. It is impossible, I agree with my friend 
Jacques Servin of The Yes Men (chapter 9), to  really lead an ethical life. I fly 
in a plane that burns fuel and enter Mexico with a passport to meet with mi-
grants who hide from the deportation police, their feet blistered from walk-
ing. I keenly feel the contradictions and discuss them with the  people I en-
counter. Why, we ask ourselves, do we even want to talk and walk together? 
What are the stakes? The relative advantages? The answer is not obvious, or 
a given I can take for granted.

What I/we means, what it can and cannot know, is necessarily linked to 
 those  others with whom we walk and talk. Colonial and neoliberal condi-
tions (including of course language, skin tone, educational systems, migra-
tory status, income inequalities, and cultural practices) continue to delimit 
many of  those exchanges. “Ch’ixi” and “Quviasuktunga” can only ever exist 
in quotations for me. I  haven’t learned to pronounce  these words—my vocal 
cords, tongue, lips, brain, and even heart would have to undergo training. 
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If I sense their existential, epistemic, and ontological dimensions and po-
tentiality, it’s only  because Rivera Cusicanqui and Kulchyski took the time 
to explain the concepts to me. The forms of rationality  these words con-
jure might, in the final analy sis, sound like Nancy’s being with, but their 
genealogy differs profoundly. It has nothing to do with the Hegelian notion 
of “I” as a “pure self- contained unity,” as “the philosophical subject” that 
grounds Western thought and that Nancy parts from, and parts with.121 This 
“I” does not “presuppose [. . .  the] self- contained Ego” based on differentia-
tion from all other/s: “Relating itself to itself, it relegates the other to a self 
(or an absence of self) that is diff er ent.”122 This is not Heidegger’s something 
that comes from nothing, the self- conscious and self- referential being or 
Da- sein.123

What am “I” left with, and where to start, in the search for alternate epis-
temologies, understandings, genealogies, and practices of rationality, of 
hacer presencia?

Epistemologies of the Heart

1.4  Artist unknown, Zapatista Heart. Date unknown. Collection of Diana Taylor.
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The question for me, an academic trained in the Western tradition, is how 
even to imagine that “I” can begin to unlearn some of the concepts that 
blind me. How to think from another place that is not only the highly dif-
ferentiated and isolating “I” of Western thought, reflected in the Oxford En-
glish Dictionary’s definition of “pre sent”: “The state or fact of existing, oc-
curring, or being pre sent.” Being pre sent to what? To whom? To what end? 
I am counting on my bilinguality and biculturality to help me get started on 
this road.

The Mayan Tzeltal- speaking scholar Juan López Intzín, known to me 
by his indigenous name, Xuno, has also inspired me, embarked as he is on 
his own journey to try to think differently, from a diff er ent place, through 
diff er ent linguistic possibilities.124 Inevitably schooled in a colonial system, 
and given the colonial name Juan López, he turned to his native Tzeltal as a 
starting point to think other, decolonial ways of being in the world. Sacred 
texts such as Popol Wuj (or Vuh) offer alternative cosmologies from which 
he develops his theory of “epistemologies of the heart.”125 This creation story 
initiates with discussions among vari ous creators, not a singular god. In-
volved  were the Framer, Shaper, She Who Has Borne  Children, He Who 
Has Begotten Sons, Hunahpu Possum and Hunahpu Coyote,  Great White 
Peccary and Coati, Sovereign and Quetzal Serpent, Heart of Lake and Heart 
of Sea, Creator of the Green Earth and Creator of the Blue Sky.126

The multiplicity of gods reflecting cosmic, animal, and personified di-
mensions of existence avoids the concentration of power in a singular God 
the  Father. At the same time, however, the multiple forces create the deep 
under lying instability and precarity of the Mesoamerican experience of the 
cosmos as always on the verge of extinction. The Framers had experimented 
with  earlier worlds, other forms of life that they hoped would invoke their 
names and sing their praises. As each creation failed, the Framers destroyed 
their creatures, their world, and their universes. Four suns had already per-
ished amid environmental devastation (flood, fire, hurricane). Every one ex-
pects the fifth to meet a similar catastrophic end. López Inztín goes back to 
the section in the Popol Vuh, for example, in which the  people or effigies 
made of wood (the second of the Framers’ creations)  were found wanting 
and destroyed:

The small and the  great animals came in upon them. Their  faces [of the 
effigies]  were crushed by the trees and the stones. They  were spoken to by 
all their maize grinders and their cooking griddles, their plates and their 
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pots, their dogs and their grinding stones. However many  things they 
had, all of them crushed their  faces.

Their dogs and their turkeys said to them:
“Pain you have caused us. You ate us. Therefore it  will be you that we 

 will eat now.”127

The destruction of  these wooden  people resulted from their lack of 
ch’ulel, the life force that resides in every thing. The effigies’ inability to honor 
every thing around them— the animals, the trees and stones, their cooking 
utensils— prompts the uprising against them. They are destroyed by  those 
whom they abused.128 This is one of the many examples that López takes 
from the Popol Vuh to argue for the current vitality among con temporary 
Mayans of an epistemic system reflected in their ancient texts.

Even for him, using ancient texts to sustain his inquiry is a daunting 
undertaking. The conquest, he says, colonized and domesticated almost all 
the indigenous  peoples of the Amer i cas.129 How, five hundred years  later, can 
he de- domesticate himself and  others? He begins by unthinking (in- pensar) 
and feel- thinking (sentipensar) what “re spect” and the “good dignified life” 
or “life with dignity” (vida digna) might mean from an indigenous epistemic 
system. This system assumes the heart, not the head, as the starting point 
for reflection, knowledge, and understanding. Heart is a noun and a verb— 
much like the popu lar logo, x hearts y. The pro cess of decolonization entails 
“yo’taninel sbentayel snopel sp’ijil jolo’tan[il],” the walking and enhearting 
reflection  toward knowledge of the mind- heart, which bears resemblance to 
ch’ixi as “parallel co- existence.”130 López calls this the “stalel, ways of being- 
being- here, think- feel, act and know the world.”131 He credits his bilinguality, 
as does Rivera Cusicanqui in the Potosi Princi ple, with the expansive dialogic 
character I alluded to  earlier, allowing him to study and build on meanings 
and gestures to explore other epistemic potentialities.

While being and knowledge can be expressed in multiple ways, En glish 
regularly uses one verb each, “to be” and “to know,” to express a broad range 
of emotional, physical, and  mental states and identities. In En glish I/we can 
be alive, dead, happy, sad, depressed, straight, trans, black, white, brown, 
strong, weak, sick, slim, or just about anything. Not so in Spanish. Spanish 
differentiates both being and knowing into two main concepts. Ser (to be) 
transmits a sense of permanence. Certain traits— like gender, sexual orien-
tation, national status and racial identity, height, and religious affiliation— 
supposedly endure.  Others that refer to location (I am  here/estoy aquí), 
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mood (we are happy/estamos felices), and existential conditions such as alive 
or dead (estamos vivos o muertos), use estar (to be) to signal a transitory 
state. I would love to study some of  these designations. Nationality is per-
manent? So is gender and sexual orientation? I’d especially like to think of 
how death comes to be a transitory condition in this language, but that is a 
proj ect for another day.

Spanish also has two words for “to know.” Conocer, related to cognition, 
means to be familiar with someone or something, while saber is related to 
wisdom (sabiduría), facts, and taste (sabor). Saberes, plural, captures the mul-
tiplicity of knowledges, the many ways of knowing.  These differentiations 
also have far richer epistemic possibilities than I can explore  here, and the 
nuances between the words are endlessly frustrating for En glish speakers— 
who can simply be and know every thing. While this sounds flippant, this 
is an example of how the words and grammatical structures we have avail-
able to us shape our sense of being in the world. Yet both of  these colonial 
languages clearly fall short of the Maya- Tzeltal quoted above in which stalel 
suggests a broader understanding of the constellation “being- being- here, 
think- feel, act and know the world” that make knowing/acting/being/feel-
ing/inseparable. But even for Xuno López  these Mayan Tzeltal words only 
approximate the “original” words found in the Popol Vuh in the language 
of the Maya K’iche. No one, clearly, is exempt from the burden of learning 
and trying to work  things through. So instead of a search for origins, Xuno 
López seeks approximations, insights, and pathways into alternative ways of 
being in the world.

Two key ele ments of the epistemology of the heart, according to Xuno 
López, are the Tzeltal notions of the ch’ulel and ich’el ta muk. Ch’ulel, in play 
throughout this book, recognizes that every thing has a life— humans, ani-
mals, plants, mountains, and so forth— and thereby allows for intersubjectiv-
ity: “The ch’ulel is what turns every thing that exists into a subject, allowing 
us to interact as subject to subject.”132 The “ich’el ta muk is the recognition of 
the value, grandeur, and dignity of all that exists, including  humans, animals, 
and the ecosystem.” That concept interpolates all living beings as subjects— 
not the Althusserian state subject, not subjects reduced to commercial or 
inanimate objects as in my chapter 8, “Dead Capital.” The combination of 
the two ele ments opens several world- remaking possibilities— anticolonial, 
communal, and ecologically sustainable. “It is necessary,” Xuno López be-
lieves, “for us to deconstruct the vision of the world, the mentality, and the 
subjectivity that have been imposed upon us since the conquest, and instead 
look at the world from that situated heart that is at the center of our com-



p r o o f

¡Presente! 35

munities and collective pro cesses. This is what we call epistemologies of the 
heart. The heart is a key ele ment in our Indigenous thought.”133 Knowledge 
qualifies as organic, a product not just of our brains but of our entire body 
in relation to other living  things. As opposed to the thingification of  people, 
animals, and all  else in rapacious capitalism, López’s situated heart (he cred-
its Donna Haraway’s “situated knowledge”) enables the “humanization” of 
 things that animate our world.134 Sharing this epistemology would require a 
radical unlearning of much that Westerners know, including the notion of 
the differentiated I.

Under lying both Rivera Cusicanqui’s explanation of ch’ixi and Xuno 
López’s ch’ulel and ich’el ta muk rests the notion of mutual recognition, valo-
rization, and re spect among far greater numbers of animate beings or sub-
jects. Becoming itself requires this act of mutual recognition, this being pre-
sente, talking, walking, and enhearting with  others. The epistemic systems 
one can glean in  these words and practices might allow me/us to envision a 
more capacious understanding of “pre sent” as “presente,” as an ethical and 
po liti cal practice, a way that strengthens intersubjective generosity and mu-
tual recognition. We might end up talking to each other in the undercom-
mons. “We owe each other every thing,” Moten and Harney acknowledge. 
This reminds me of the Zapatista saying, “Para todos, todo. Para nosotros, 
nada.” (Every thing for every body. For us, nothing.) It’s not about “us” in 
a narrowly defined way anymore than the “I” is about me. Bruno Latour’s 
recent work expresses his conviction that Western epistemic tools are not 
up to the task of generative world-making: “To put it as starkly as pos si ble, 
I would claim that  those who intend to survive the coming cataclysms of 
climate on hope and faith, or who square off against it armed only with the 
results of externalized and universal knowledge are doomed.”135 It’s, as Jack 
Halberstam acknowledges in the preface to The Undercommons, another 
way of being together, a realization that “we must change  things or die. . . .  If 
 there is an undercommons, then we must all find our way to it.”

For Xuno López (and Rivera Cusicanqui in her way), the ontological 
exploration is practical and po liti cal as well as epistemic. The vari ous di-
mensions animate each other. The situated heart, nurtured in an expanded 
environment of recognition (that includes trees, rivers, and mountains that 
 others might consider inanimate objects), cannot tolerate domination, ex-
ploitation, and domestication. It becomes el corazón rebelde, the rebellious 
heart of the Zapatista movement. That movement, as I discuss in chapter 3, 
draws from ancient Mayan teachings and from con temporary research and 
practice. Scholars such as John Holloway, Noam Chomsky, and Donna Har-
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away inform con temporary Zapatista thought. “[Zapatistas] adapt, they say, 
‘para no dejar de ser’ (so as not to cease being) historical beings.”136 Xuno 
López, with the Zapatistas, does not subscribe to identity politics or to theo-
ries of authenticity. One  doesn’t have to be indigenous to be a Zapatista any 
more than one has to be a  woman to be a feminist. Nor does he sequester 
indigenous knowledge; he prioritizes ideas in dialogue and exchange. Tradi-
tions inspire, but they need to be revisited and updated by all sides. Xuno 
López, for example, is a feminist who advocates for greater rights for  women 
even in the Zapatista communities founded on the 1994  Women’s Revolu-
tionary Law. Communities adapt in order to survive.

While seemingly occupying a diff er ent epistemic universe altogether, 
N. Katherine Hayles offers a surprisingly congruent notion of an expanded 
understanding of cognition through cognitive biology. On the other side 
of disciplinary divides, diff er ent conversations become pos si ble. Without 
alluding to ch’ulel, cognitive biology understands that cognition is more 
generalized than what  we’re used to believing.137 Hayles, following Ladislav 
Kováč, agrees that “cognition is not  limited to  humans or organisms with 
consciousness; it extends to all life forms, including  those lacking central 
ner vous systems such as plants and microorganisms.”138 Hayles too divides 
knowing into two types, though her terms do not map onto the distinc-
tions between “saber” and “conocer.” Hayles distinguishes between think-
ing and cognition: “Thinking, as I use the term, refers to high- level  mental 
operations such as reasoning abstractly, creating and using verbal languages, 
constructing mathematical theorems, composing  music, and the like, opera-
tions associated with higher consciousness. Although Homo sapiens may 
not be unique in  these abilities,  humans possess them in greater degree and 
with more extensive development than other species.”

“Cognition,” for Hayles, “is a much broader faculty pre sent to some de-
gree in all biological life forms and many technical systems.”139 The distinc-
tion, for her, is the one she develops to “replace human/nonhuman: cogniz-
ers versus noncognizers. On one side are  humans and all other biological life 
forms, as well as many technical systems; on the other, material pro cesses 
and inanimate objects.”140 Cognizers, she goes on to explain, have choice; 
they are actors. The word “agents” she reserves “for material forces and ob-
jects” in recognition that “noncognizers may possess agential powers that 
dwarf anything  humans can produce; think of the awesome powers of an 
avalanche, tsunami, tornado, blizzard, sandstorm, hurricane” even though 
they do not exercise choice.141 The universe, then, is animated by actors and 
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agents rather than objects and  things, each trying to find ways to adapt and 
thrive. All life, Kováč argues, “incessantly, at all levels, by millions of spe-
cies, is ‘testing’ all the possibilities of how to advance ahead. . . .  At all levels, 
from the simplest to the most complex, the overall construction of the sub-
ject, the embodiment of the achieved knowledge, represents its epistemic 
complexity.”142

Hayles’s inclusion of “technical systems” within the realm of cognition 
might seem out of line with the indigenous epistemic systems I cited  earlier. 
But I think that technical systems form a vital part of indigenous cognitive 
universes. The Huichol or more correctly the Wixáritar  people of central 
Mexico make sacred paintings by pressing yarn, beads, or fine thread into 
wax as they take peyote. The art communicates the pathways, visions, and 
interactions with the gods and thus becomes a way of knowing, thinking 
with, and being with in motion, in transit. If, as Hayles suggests, “cognition 
is a pro cess that interprets information within contexts that connect it with 
meaning,” then the art might well unveil a truth unknown to the Wixári-
tar and inform other meaning- making practices.143 The sacred drums, in 
other communities, speak; they are actors in their contexts. My aim is not to 
push comparisons, but rather to think of connectivity across  these vari ous 
epistemic frames and beyond disciplinary divides where  people are grap-
pling with similar phenomena and asking similar questions. I can imagine 
a discussion between someone trained in cognitive biology and someone 
versed in indigenous epistemologies (among many  others) to develop strate-
gies for expanding our conversations. The languages may all be diff er ent— 
from computer code to Wixáritar wax paintings to theories of “participatory 
sense- making” and “distributive cognition”— but the impetus is a common 
one.144 All species continually test ways to survive and thrive, as Kováč puts 
it. The Zapatistas adapt, they say, “para no dejar de ser” (so as not to cease 
being) historical beings. Western academics like myself attempt to break out 
of our epistemic lockdown by envisioning other ways of being and becom-
ing in the world. The goals may vary— for me, I strive to know differently, 
not just to survive but to be less complicit in the colonialist production and 
practice of knowledge.
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Walking Theory

 1.5  Alexei Taylor, Walking, 2019.

Versions of the chapters in this book  were written over a period of ten or 
so years, and I noticed that I was developing a peripatetic strategy for sta-
ging the work. My observations and theorizations sprang from my walking 
and talking with  others. In some cases, this practice resembled Aristotle’s 
walking in circles around the outside edge of the grove as he spoke with his 
students, who literally followed him. The term “peripatetic,” from the an-
cient Greek word περιπατητικός (peripatêtikos), which means “of walking” 
or “given to walking about,” points to three distinct but related aspects of 
how I understand walking theory.145 The first, and most obvious, empha-
sizes the role of movement in learning as practice that I stress throughout. 
Second, as Aristotle was not a citizen of Athens and therefore could not 
own property  there, the Lyceum where he gathered with students was a 
more improvised, less institutional setting for scholarly discussions. And 
third, the discussions  were consequently more informal, though no less 
deep or challenging.  There’s an outside quality to this model that interests 
me and that (without making the connection) I have reproduced in my own 
itinerant practice— outside the formal bound aries of the Acad emy, physic-
ally outside in an improvised or mobile space, decentering the periphery of 
the grove, outside the nation- state or not wholly identifying or belonging 
to it, and beyond the lecture format  toward more informal yet challenging 
conversations.

Walking and talking, or the peripatetic method, underlines the notion 
of knowledge production as  doing— seeing, listening, reading, thinking, 
talking are all actions that we undertake together. We interact with  people 
and the world around us. Even reading alone, we are in the com pany of the 
author. Books, insights, songs, and much  else accompany us everywhere 
we go. But in this study, and in the practices I describe  here, we meander 
through vari ous places for short periods of time— Mexico City, Chiapas, 
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Guatemala, São Paulo, Santiago de Chile, back through Central Amer i ca 
to Chiapas, New York, Montreal. The questions link and cut through all 
 these spaces, including the politics of movement itself. Additionally, sev-
eral of  these pieces developed in dialogue with my students, and often I 
followed them. Sometimes they led me through fields and issues I  wasn’t 
familiar with. At  others, we literally moved in zigzag fashion through the 
south of Mexico, thinking with and through the  people and situations we 
experienced.

Some chapters, such as chapter 7, “Tortuous Routes: Four Walks through 
Villa Grimaldi,” think about walking through multiple acts. “I” walk 
through the former detention and torture center in Chile at vari ous times over 
a period of a de cade, with diff er ent survivors, colleagues, students, and some-
times alone with an audio tour. Each time I see/experience something diff er ent. 
My walks through the space have led me to question who it is for (survivors, 
visitors?) and what it does. Is the “peace park” a memorial for the thousands 
who  were tortured and hundreds who died  there, or has it morphed beyond 
recognition into a cultural center to draw and instruct the general population? 
The movement, then, is not necessarily or even usually linear, and even the 
same space changes over time. Chapter 3, focused on the Zapatistas, unfolds 
in a slow, spiraling motion. Life is a strug gle, as much for con temporary Me-
soamericans as for their ancestors. The mi grant trails from Central Amer i ca 
through Mexico on the way to the United States (chapter 5) are often cami-
nos de la muerte or roads of death. In chapter 8, I follow Teatro de Vertigem’s 
disjointed, inside/out per for mance route for 958 meters, through the under-
belly of São Paulo, immersed in an enactment of capitalism that I have long 
understood but never truly experienced. Some stops, as in chapter 9, exist at 
the intersection of many spatial practices. Chiapas, Mexico, becomes one more 
site where the Monsanto Corporation (legally a person) exists and pushes its 
genet ically modified corn even as it practices similar operations throughout 
the world. Monsanto is si mul ta neously  there and everywhere, a person and 
disembodied. The intervention we performed  there with Jacques Servin of 
The Yes Men and Jesusa Rodríguez aligned digital space with national ac-
tivist,  legal, and educational organ izations in Mexico and the United States. 
And so, through the movement and tempo that make up this book, the 
connections among several previously invisible spaces and practices sud-
denly light up.  After writing two or three of  these pieces, I began to think 
of them as walk- throughs, though I hope the term might be repurposed as 
a move- through. Along with my friends and colleagues with disabilities, I 
know that walking is no one  thing.
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My experience of walking, like all  else, is  shaped by who “I” am and have 
become: as a baby in northern Mexico, I contracted polio.  After years of 
braces and operations, I eventually assumed my status as the upright mam-
mal Bataille and  others take for granted.146 I continue to live and deal with 
the sequelae. So walking can never be an abstraction for me, a thinking and 
being that ignores bodily exertion and situatedness. I’m aware of almost 
 every step I take, even as I walk and talk with  others. I mea sure feasibility in 
meters and kilo meters. Thus, walking for me is not about freedom, leisure, 
or domination as for eighteenth- century En glish gentlemen, the embodi-
ment of the individual and differentiated Enlightenment subject: “I cannot 
see the wit of walking and talking at the same time. . . .  The soul of a journey 
is liberty, perfect liberty, to think, feel, do, just as one pleases.”147 Walking 
reminds me not only of my physical limitations and de pen dency at times 
on  those who walk with me, but on how small I am compared to every thing 
around me— the city, the Mayan highlands, the Sonoran Desert. In the des-
ert, with its weaponized nature, a rattlesnake can be more power ful than a 
mere  human.

Walking is a thinking/becoming in motion, a pedagogy and training 
(peripatetic). Walking is one of  those acts that form, rather than result 
from, thought.148 The act of walking produces its own way of thinking, un-
thinking, and thinking- feeling negotiating assuredness and vulnerability, 
motion along with uncertainty. It demands we pay attention to terrain, to 
time, to the conditions on and of the ground  under our feet, to the limits 
of our own physical bodies, to our balance and fear of falling, to the pol-
itics of access and characteristics of a specific location, to the direction of 
our movement, to distance and reduced visibility. What lies around that 
corner, or over that mountain? We need to face, negotiate, and resolve 
challenges. Decisions need to be made. Walking, for some, can enact pos-
session, a visual control and domination that suggest that every thing I see 
is mine. At times walking confirms and transcends distance, and even our 
own limitations.

Walking can lead to new insights: “A schizophrenic out for a walk is a 
better model than a neurotic lying on the analyst’s couch.”149 Deleuze and 
Guattari take us on a “stroll of a schizo,” beyond the repressive bound aries 
of “the self and the non- self, outside and inside, [that] no longer have any 
meaning whatsoever.”150

Walking is also a po liti cal practice. The way we do this is the way we do 
every thing.
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1.6  Wall mural depicting Central American mi grants in Ciudad  Hidalgo, Mexico, on the 
border with Guatemala, 2015. Artist unknown.  photo: diana taylor.
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For Gandhi, coming from a non- Western epistemic system and an antico-
lonial strug gle, walking referred to a specific personal and po liti cal  practice. 
As opposed to the leisure and freedom assured by wealth, his walk was a 
poor practice, one identified with poverty insofar as the poor can afford no 
other means of transportation.151 A  simple practice (place “one foot in front 
of the other”) also enacted his philosophy of a  simple life, one that attempted 
not to exploit  others and their  labor.152 Gandhi’s walking entailed determin-
ation, endurance, and commitment, an understanding that enabled his po-
liti cal commitment to the slow and steady quality of the walks and marches 
in the pursuit of in de pen dence.153

 There are so many ways to think about walking, so many places that 
walking leads us.154

For Central American mi grants, scurrying and hiding in their attempts 
to cross the border into southern Mexico to reach its northern border into 
the United States, walking is a terrifying, lonely, and seemingly endless en-
terprise. Gaunt from dehydration and exhaustion, their feet blistered and 
bleeding, they tell of being caught by federal and local agents and shipped 
back to their home countries, only to depart again, on foot, in search of a 
safer life.155 Their  children, if they travel with them, refer to themselves as 
mi grants, beings in motion who come into presence with no location or na-
tional identity.156

“To walk” (nehnem(I) for the Mexica (Aztecs) shares a linguistic root 
with “to live” (nem(I).157 Neltiliztli, from nelhuáyotl (meaning cement or 
foundation) is related to “foot” (néhuatl). The concept of truth is based on 
standing, on having a foundation, on being well grounded.158 The glyph 
of the footprint for Mesoamericans represented movement, identity, loca-
tion, relationality, and history. Mexica maps and writings are dotted with 
footprints to indicate where  people  were coming from and where they  were 
headed. Four footprints in a circle signaled the marketplace.159 The long road 
signified historical pro cess and strug gle.

Tira de Peregrinación, one of the earliest migration documents we have 
in the Amer i cas, tells of the slow migration over two hundred years of the 
Chichimeca and the Mexica from Aztlán  toward Tenochtitlan, where they 
would establish the center of their emerging empire. The walkers carried 
their gods on their backs as they made their way south. The map, like other 
Mesoamerican maps, does not show the contours of the geo graph i cal ter-
ritory but rather the events, motion, and internal relations between and 
among beings: divine, natu ral,  human, animal. The footprints condition the 
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map: “an action permits one to see something,” the events and their tell-
ing.160 Presence structures space and the other way around. Practice on the 
ground creates the contours, from the body’s vantage point, as opposed to 
the bird’s- eye view of geographic formations in Eu ro pean maps of the same 
period. The walkers do not see the goal clearly ahead of them. They follow 
the promise that they  will recognize the place when they come to it. And, 
as the walkers’ bundles make clear, we never walk alone, even when soli-
tary. The Mexica carry their gods, ideologies, supplies, and weapons on their 
backs; they accompany them everywhere. Their bodies, like ours, transmit 
traces of familial, group, and territorial affinities, obligations, and belong-
ings. Their clothes signal gender and status; the signs attached to their heads 
are place markers. They, like us, carry their worlds with them even as they 
venture into the unknown. In short, walking, as one way of becoming in 

1.7  The Tira de Peregrinación, also known as Codex Boturini (sixteenth  century).



p r o o f

44 Chapter One

motion, is utterly culturally coded. It’s never a  simple practice, never “one 
foot in front of the other.”

 Here I take up Juan Carlos Ruiz’s invitation to “join us: say ¡presente!” 
This writing is a journey, an amoxohtoca, a moving from one event and loca-
tion to another, a bringing into focus, a way of making sense. As I set forth, 
I hope you’ll talk and walk with me.
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Enacting Refusal
Po liti cal Animatives

On August 28, 1968, at the height of the explosive student protests in Mexico, 
government officials forced civil servants to hacer presencia (literally, “make 
presence”) in the massive Zócalo, Mexico City’s central square in front of the 
National Palace. This was the site of the cue or holy  temple (Templo Mayor) 
at the center of the Aztec empire.  After the conquest, the Spaniards forced 
the conquered to tear down their cue to build the cathedral. In 1968, the 
government choreographed the counterprotest as a response to the take-
over of the Zócalo a day  earlier by hundreds of thousands of students who 
had raised a black- and- red strike flag on the central flagpole and made a 
series of demands: the release of their fellow protesters from jail, an end to 
police vio lence, and a face- to- face meeting with President Díaz Ordaz. The 
president refused, staging instead a per for mance of party loyalty labeled a 
ceremonia de desagravio (act of redress) to atone for the desecration of the 
flag. Officials once again raised the enormous Mexican flag that dominates 
the square. Due to technical difficulties, the flag got stuck at half- mast, fore-
shadowing perhaps the tragedy to come. The thousands of workers forced to 
attended this oversize show of national unity and purpose faced the speaker. 
All at once, without apparent prompting or preparation, they turned around 
and literally started bleating like sheep and yelling, “Somos borregos! Nos 
llevan!” “ We’re sheep of the administration.  We’re being herded.”1

The civil servants are pre sent, but they pre sent themselves as sheep, not 
as subjects but as subjugated po liti cal animals. They perform their agency 
by becoming nonagents. Yet they, not the government, remind us that they 
control their repre sen ta tion. The government refuses the students’ demands, 
but workers too can refuse to play authority’s game, to pretend to be loyal 

TWO
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workers in the fake revolutionary party that is the pri— the oxymoronically 
named Institutional Revolutionary Party that ruled Mexico from 1929 to 
2000 and was in power again from 2012 to 2018. Their “baaa” attests to the 
degraded condition, even ontological deformation, of workers in the coun-
try’s crony cap i tal ist economy of the 1960s. They are ¡presente! in their re-
fusal. They turn their back on the state’s repre sen ta tion of itself as a thriving 
democracy of  free subjects and re- present themselves as absurd figures in 
a ridicu lous sham government. The workers seem to enter into what Han-
nah Arendt calls the “space of appearance”: “the organ ization of the  people 
as it arises out of acting and speaking together . . .  [whose] true space lies 
between  people living together for this purpose.”2 The government assumes 
it controls the space of appearance, demanding a show of loyalty from its 
vulnerable subjects. But with one turn of the collected bodies, one unified 
“baaa,” one ¡presente!, they call into question the space of appearance itself. 
Who can appear and how? In this simulated space of po liti cal repre sen ta-
tion, the workers cannot appear as a “who,” a “somebody [with] qualities, 
talents” but as a “what.”3 Herded into the Zócalo,  they’re expected to comply 
with the party script that casts them as docile, faceless workers. By perform-
ing as sheep, stripped of humanness and agency, the workers show the de-
graded po liti cal subjectivity for what it is, subverting the state’s staged image 
of shared space and collective purpose. A defiant, contingent “we” emerges 
through this  simple act of defiance. The spontaneous and unpremeditated 
bleating at and turning one’s back on authority illuminates much of what I 
want to get at in ¡Presente! as an act of po liti cal defiance.

As I wrote in chapter  1, presente is si mul ta neously an act, a word, a 
gesture, an attitude, an acknowl edgment and response to authority’s hail, 
a war cry in the face of nullification. The reaction turns on a dime.  There 
are many ways of being ¡presente!, and each enactment has its own logic 
(with significant overlaps at times), which I explore throughout this book. 
¡Presente! in the case of the civil servants stages defiance and solidarity, a 
literal standing with and for  others also contesting authority. At times, how-
ever, ¡presente! means showing up with  others to fight for  those who are not, 
cannot be,  there to fight for themselves. Taking note, recording, witnessing, 
remembering, studying, and scholarly writing might at times also consti-
tute acts undertaken in defiance of or solidarity with  others.  These actions 
entail diff er ent per for mance modalities, as I explore throughout  these chap-
ters, but they too are po liti cal attitudes and proj ects. When the  Mothers of 
Plaza de Mayo walk around the plaza, demanding “¡Aparición con vida!,” 
that their  children be “brought back alive!,” their dis appeared are once again 
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¡presentes! Coming into presence, into ¡presente!, means becoming a “who” 
to one another in spaces that withhold recognition, and forging spaces of 
appearance out of spaces of disappearance. ¡Presente! makes po liti cal inter-
ventions that require a complex play of dispositions, moves, and gestures.

How?
The government’s command that the civil servants be pre sent, that they 

make presence, clearly exemplifies Louis Althusser’s hail, the “hey  there” of 
 those in authority that interpellates their addressees as state subjects.4 Yet 
the event also affirms that what Félix Guattari calls “subjective pluralism” 
and the “group subject” is both singular and plural.5 The term “collective,” 
referring not just to a bunch of sheep that supposedly are easily led, “should 
be understood in the sense of a multiplicity that deploys itself.”6 Much like 
the civil servants, whose rebuff gives a meaning to the term “collective” dif-
fer ent from the one the government had in mind, the collective is both sin-
gular and multiple, both the object of the government’s performative utter-
ance and the subject of the act of refusal.

The mechanism of enacting refusal (baaa) in response to a command to 
hacer presencia can productively be thought through J. L. Austin’s theory of 
the performative, as a specific category of action. A performative is success-
ful, Austin argued, when certain circumstances or conventions are in place. 
Words then can act, do something, or make something happen.7  Those in 
authority— the priest, or judge, or official— utter the words.  Those in atten-
dance—at the wedding, in the courtroom— follow conventions and validate 
the proceedings. The structuring of the act of redress in front of the Zócalo 
certainly set up the circumstances for the performative to succeed. Look 
at them all, pre sent by our  orders. On this per for mance, however, rests the 
legitimacy of the state itself.

Performatives are not “true” or “false,” Austin notes, but rather “happy” 
(successful) or “unhappy” (unsuccessful), depending on the “uptake.”8 An-
drew Parker and Eve Sedgwick note that the performative “invokes the pre-
sumption, but only the presumption of a consensus between speaker and 
witnesses.”9 The civil servants refuse to perform the consensus that the state 
demands. Parker and Sedgwick might call this act of refusal a “negative 
performative” insofar as it signals a “disavowal, renunciation, repudiation, 
‘count me out.’ ”10

To refer to the civil servants’ rebuff to the performative command to be 
presente, however, I use the term “animative” to name the unspoken re sis-
tance that exists as and through enacted refusal. Athletes take a knee during 
the national anthem. The teacher speaks; the student looks out the win dow 
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or talks to a neighbor. The Zapatistas cover their  faces and turn their backs 
on the government. Not pre sent,  really, but not not pre sent. What hap-
pened?  These acts require interpretation— Did the athlete get an itch? Did 
the student get summoned? Did the Zapatistas stumble onto the wrong set? 
No— the animative is not a physical symptom or reaction to a stimulus but 
a codified act of noncompliance.11 Not a performative, but not a negative 
performative. This kind of refusal is not a “ You’re fired” reply to power, an 
enunciation that qualifies as a negative performative, but an act or gesture 
that interrupts the conventions on which the performative relies.

Animatives, as I define them, are embodied, communicative acts that re-
fuse the performative utterance that tries to interpellate and frame them. An-
imatives, thus, are necessarily relational and responsive. Taking a knee and 
looking out the win dow only enact refusal within their specific contexts, the 
codes within which they function. Their efficacy relies on the extent to which 
they can upend or derail the performative utterance through expressive and 
affective body- to- body transmission. Like performatives, they are not true or 
false— their power lies elsewhere: Can they disrupt? Is the onlooker affected? 
Animatives can take shape as micro rejections (I look out the win dow when 
my teacher calls on me) or macro re sis tance (the Zapatistas refuse to par-
ticipate in the state’s po liti cal proj ect). Animatives are part movement, as in 
animation, part identity, being, soul, or life, as in the Latin anima. The term 
captures the fundamental movement that enlivens embodied practice and 
emotion. The Spanish animo (cheer up) emphasizes another set of meanings, 
this time from the Latin animatus: courage, resolve, and perseverance. It en-
acts affects and dispositions: fears, hopes, outrage, and, of course, animus and 
animosity. Mel Y. Chen’s concept of “animacy” captures the affective quali-
ties under lying animatives, as “agency, awareness, mobility, and liveness.”12 
Animatives, however, refer specifically to acts that convey the affect. In other 
words, we know affect through acts (animatives, gestures) and not the other 
way around. Animatives, as acts, are the key to po liti cal life. But affect, clearly, 
goads action. As Manuel Castells reminds us, “emotions are the  drivers of 
collective action.”13 Po liti cal animacies and animatives (some faith based, 
some hate based, some fact based, among  others) flourish on all sides of the 
ideological divides. Animatives encompass defiant, boisterous, contradictory, 
hostile, and vexed be hav iors. They exist in the realm of the potentially chaotic, 
liberatory, fascist, anarchist, and revolutionary.

If performatives, as language that acts, require certain conventions to be 
in place for their efficacy, animatives defy  those specific conventions taking 
place in the messy, sometimes ugly, and often unstructured and unconven-
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tional gatherings among  those who refuse interpellation. But that  doesn’t 
mean animatives defy all conventions. Raising a fist in re sis tance, for ex-
ample, is a coded gesture within a convention that has a recognizable history 
and is understood by protesters and power figures alike. Other large- scale 
acts such as protests and social movements might also defy some mandates 
while observing  others. The civil rights March on Washington in 1963, as 
L. A. Kauffman notes, seen “as a pinnacle moment of social strug gle” against 
which other protests are mea sured, performed defiance on one level while 
being “completely controlled by the organizers. . . .  The protest march that’s 
come to epitomize peaceful popu lar dissent in Amer i ca was an event where 
all but authorized messages  were silenced.”14 The  battle to win communal 
or national consensus takes place on the complicated, at times seemingly 
contradictory, terrain on the ground.

 Because performatives, in the Austinean understanding of the term, al-
ways rely on authorized frameworks and consensus for their success, the 
threat of disruption always hovers over them. One of the many  things I love 
about Austin’s writing on performatives is his elaboration of the ways they 
can go wrong. Trump’s swearing the oath of office in January 2017 could func-
tion as a primer of the misfires, misinvocations, misapplications, infelicities, 
and unhappiness that Austin identifies in his “unhappy performatives.” The 
performative was not false— the oath was taken— but the utterance- act “was 
void, or given in bad faith.”15 Not every one was following the same playbook.

2.1  Dave Granlund, “Trump Oath of Office,” 2017. © Dave Granlund.
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Performatives that fail, as Trump’s mode of operation makes clear, can 
still succeed on some level for certain audiences. “Lock her up!” did not 
result in the incarceration of his po liti cal opponent Hillary Clinton, but it 
certainly rallied his followers to ensure his electoral victory. Examples of 
performatives that fail can also reveal strategies of re sis tance against the 
conventions and codes within which performatives attempt to claim enun-
ciatory power.16

While animatives are one example of acts that can disrupt a performative, 
the theatrical aside counts as another, as does the idea of obedezco pero no 
cumplo (I obey, but I  won’t follow through) and Michel de Certeau’s foot- 
dragging or “la perruque.”17  These lateral moves avoid direct confrontation 
even as they seek to subvert the success of the undertaking. Relajo in Mexico, 
translated into En glish as both “commotion, ruckus” and “joke, laugh,” only 
ever works to upset conventions. Relajo is an act of devalorization, or what 
Jorge Portilla calls “desolidarization” with dominant norms in order to cre-
ate a diff er ent, joyously rebellious solidarity— that of the underdog.18 With-
out authority to be defied and codes of conduct to be upended,  there would 
be no relajo. Other words such as choteo in the Spanish- speaking Ca rib-
bean name acts of spontaneous disruption and at times laughter that defy 
authority, that rupture (even for a moment) the configuration and limits of 
a certain group or community. Purposeful misunderstandings might also 
qualify as animatives. In becoming a U.S. citizen, a pacifist might roll up her 
sleeves when asked to swear to “bear arms” for her country. Homonyms to 
the rescue. Presente, yes, but not in the way that authority demands.

Performatives command or promise, but they are not necessarily 
generative— demanding “freedom” or “justice for all” or “Make Amer i ca 
 Great Again” does not automatically bring  those aspirations into existence. 
The utterance needs to be carried through with the acknowl edgment or 
agreement of  those attending to produce a new legally binding real— a mar-
riage, a verdict. Benjamin Arditi, in “Insurgencies  Don’t Have a Plan— They 
Are the Plan,” argues that protests themselves enact “the promise of some-
thing other to come.”19 The enactment, the uptake, the bodies on the street 
or activating for change, need to be presente to complete the act. “You have 
to act to make it come about.”20 The promise might be  there, the enactment 
is crucial, but it might not produce the “yet to come.” The fact that the per-
formative fails, that the promise or aspiration might not produce a new real 
does not mean, as we saw, that it accomplishes nothing. The per for mance, 
the as if, opens a space  toward something (justice for all, or a white segre-
gated Amer i ca) that has not yet arrived and that might never be achieved. 
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Po liti cal as ifs express the desire and demand for change; they leave traces 
that reanimate  future scenarios. In Mexico, for the protesters this meant 
imagining the po liti cal as an arena of convergence, contestation, and po-
tentiality rather than (as  we’ve known it to be) a done deal, brokered  behind 
closed doors by  those in control. The as ifs and what ifs, often dismissed as 
posturing or only pretending, can open liberating or repressive pathways to 
social reinventions, amplifying the limits of the po liti cal imagination. The 
pushback might come in the form of other performatives, competing sce-
narios, and animatives.  These aspirational utterances do not constitute suc-
cessful performatives. At times, the reiterative calls for justice or the invoca-
tion of freedom might be lip ser vice to replace meaningful action. Similarly, 
some gestures are empty. At other times, the invocations against mi grants, 
blacks, Mexicans, Jews, et cetera, show that deep- seated racism is always 
 there, ready to be tapped and operationalized at any moment to build walls, 
attack synagogues, and ban Muslims.

The reason for teasing out the ways in which  these vari ous dimensions of 
¡presente! work is not to cement distinctions but rather (in the spirit of Aus-
tin) to expand the range of po liti cal possibilities and methodologies within 
the broader rubric of per for mance.  There are, as I’ve insisted throughout, 
many ways of being ¡presente! I use  these terms, then, not to privilege clear- 
cut understandings of po liti cal dynamics, such as high/low, bad/good, ef-
ficacious/failed, populist/elitist, or real/pretend. It is urgent to remember 
that per for mance is always unstable. All the more reason to understand 
the degree to which vari ous forms of presente (including performatives 
and animatives) can disturb and upend po liti cal hierarchies and structures, 
and their legitimating discourses, by interruptions enacted from and on the 
ground.

So back to the sheep.
Word of the civil servants’ defiance electrified the Zócalo. The students, 

many as young as fifteen, remained near the plaza  after their forced removal 
the night before and tried to push their way back into the space. Carlos 
Monsivais wrote at the time of the feelings of optimism and “ecstasy of the 
multitude” as the students pushed on in the face of intimidation.21 The col-
lective longing and commitment for social justice  were palpable, not just to 
the student protesters themselves but to the population at large, as the civil 
servants’ bleating attested. Bodies of all kinds, including the  human body, 
make their own demands in ways that cannot be adequately understood by 
looking primarily at language. The students pumped energy into the scle-
rotic system. It was electrified. Po liti cal bodies are amplified and expanded 
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by the mission, emotions, and hopes that animate them. As bodies, we are 
networked— connected, extended into the surrounding environment. Wired 
through neurological and hormonal pathways, our bodies sense and com-
municate the frustrations in and around us. Standing close together,  people’s 
unrest becomes palpable. One person lowers the flag, another bleats,  others 
follow. Politics takes place in the space between, beside, and around us, the 
productive gaps across which we strug gle to recognize each other.

Po liti cal subjectivity and space undergo change and mutually produce 
each other anew. As the students jostled one another marching down streets, 
they knew they  were protagonists in a historic strug gle for social justice. 
Denied a face- to- face dialogue with the president and shut out of the 
Zócalo, they demanded a space of recognition. The crowded space around 
the Zócalo became once again the scene of po liti cal reimagining, though as 
Rebecca Schneider cautions, it is necessary to “both question and critique, 
deploy and resist . . .  the norms of appearance that make a space ‘public.’ ”22 
It forced 300,000 to 400,000  people to communicate, protect, and rely on 
one another.  These bodies, ignored by the corporate media, served as their 
own form of mediation. They acted on their own outrage and desires.

Animatives often terrify governments whose main goal is to control 
bodies through the mobilization or threat of force, or through the use of 
performative edicts, decrees, and official utterances with the force of law. 
Bodies and embodied actions coming into presence in less containable 
ways. Instead of the obedient ¡presente! response to authority’s roll call, 
 there is the potential for ¡presente! as po liti cal contestation. Even the doc-
ile sheep act up. The acts challenge onlookers to interrogate and interpret 
spectacles of defiance and re sis tance. Is the act persuasive? Do we want 
to join in? Who participates in the action? Who controls it? For better 
and for worse, animatives lack the legitimating structures, authority, and 
hierarchies that empower performatives. Animatives— linguistically so 
close to animation, to what Sianne Ngai calls the “non- stop technology” 
of cartoons— also raise serious questions of agency. “Animatedness,” she 
cautions, is “unusually receptive to outside control.”23 The inanimate body 
usurps the “ human speaker’s voice” and agency.24 The ruckus may well be 
joyous and liberating, but it’s not always clear who controls it and what it’s 
 really about.

The command per for mance of civil obedience turned out badly for the 
government. The act of redress backfired and went down, in Austinean 
terms, as an unhappy performative. The failure or infelicity of the act, how-
ever, had grave po liti cal consequences for the students and for the country 
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as well: the gates of the presidential palace opened and tanks charged at the 
bodies in the square.

On October 2, 1968, less than five weeks  after the workers- as- sheep event, 
several hundred students involved in the protests  were massacred in the 
Plaza of Tlatelolco, a housing complex adjacent to the Zócalo. Their bodies 
 were incinerated and dis appeared. No one knows exactly how many  were 
killed that night. The time for pretending that Mexico was a democracy that 
offered a space for po liti cal antagonism, pluralism, conflict, and negotiation 
was over. The Zócalo, designed as Mexico’s most public square, proved to be 
yet again a space of disappearance.

Why such a violent response from the government? The 1968 Olympics, 
scheduled to take place in Mexico City,  were less than two weeks off. The 
unrest in the country made the organizers queasy. The protests had to stop. 
The games must go on. Sport stadiums had been built, airline tickets bought, 
 hotels reserved, and athletes had trained for the high altitude. When athletes 
Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their fists on the podium to protest 
the treatment of black Americans, their defiant gesture linked the protest 
inside the stadium to the one outside. Several kinds of silence converged: the 
silence (or quiet) of the power ful gesture that Kevin Quashi calls attention 
to, the “sense of inwardness” and “intimacy” conveyed by the  silent protest, 
and the brutal silencing of protest outside.25 Silenced, too,  were the vari ous 
histories of oppression that collided in that moment, foreclosing hopes for 
solidarity. Even though the international news largely ignored the massacre 
and no one speculated that the  causes of oppression  were related, the acts 
of refusal nonetheless called attention to the many who  were willing to turn 
their backs or bleat or raise their fists in the face of violent authority.

Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, authors of Why Civil Re sis tance 
Works, would classify the 1968 student movement in Mexico as a failure 
 because it did not achieve its stated goals.26 And yet  there is an enormous 
amount to be learned from “unhappiness.” Faced with a Mexican state that 
brutally curtailed the rights of its citizens, the young students had led a 
power ful, nonviolent re sis tance movement. As in other youth movements 
before and  after, such as  those or ga nized around economic in equality, gun 
vio lence, climate change, gender and racial vio lence, and so on,  children 
and young adults risked their lives to claim their right to a pre sent as well 
as a  future. They succeeded in activating a broad sector of the population— 
including professors, teachers, artists, and, as we saw, Mexico’s civil ser-
vants—in support of social justice. Even the church bells of the National 
Cathedral in the Zócalo pealed to endorse their aims.27 They  were clear 
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in their goals and maintained the moral high ground. Nonetheless, faced 
with a murderous, repressive military force, the movement crashed, and 
supporters returned to their po liti cal subjugation. The country went quiet; 
all open dissent ceased. Mexico’s “Dirty War,” backed by the United States, 
continued to dis appear students and other dissidents and silence journalists 
throughout the 1970s and, one could argue, into the pre sent.28 At the same 
time, intellectuals, artists, journalists, and activists dedicated themselves to 
a transformation that can also be felt into the pre sent. From the quiet strug-
gle for  human rights, freedom of expression, and gender and sexual equality 
to the Zapatistas’ armed declaration of war on Mexico’s “bad government,” 
Mexico’s progressives have continued to move  toward the vision of social 
justice articulated in 1968. The Zapatistas’ experimentation with other ways 
of being presente both po liti cally and ontologically, as I explore in chapter 3, 
has in turn inspired hundreds of other community and collective organ-
izations throughout Mexico and beyond.29

So what would efficacy or happiness mean for social movements faced 
with this level of brutality? If we define success only in terms of achieving spe-
cific goals, then we inevitably fail. While the students failed to achieve their 
stated goals, their relentless activism brought alternative, more- democratic 
power structures into focus in the po liti cal realm. Their movement more-
over made vis i ble the failure of the state, rendered illegitimate through its 
criminal abuse of power. The ’68 massacre lives. It has  shaped the Mexican 
social and po liti cal imaginary. Many believe that “another world is pos si ble,” 
as the Zapatistas say. Still  today,  every October 2  people throughout Mexico 
hold events to honor and accompany the students, who are always ¡presente! 
“El dos de octubre no se olvida” (We do not forget October 2).

�
For me,  going back to 1968 is like revisiting the ur- moment in Mexico when 
every thing changed for  those of us who had not  really understood that the 
government would kill students en masse and in full public view rather 
than negotiate a more open public sphere. I was finishing high school in a 
British school in Mexico City, still following the path of domestication and 
discipline that my parents had chosen for me as a young child in Parral, 
Chihuahua. I was still wearing the outfit— the blazer, tie, pleated skirt, and 
oxford shoes— that recalled my boarding school years in Canada. While I 
had friends in the movement, the private school insulated me somewhat 
from the vio lence erupting in the city. In school, I remember, we’d debate 
 whether Mexico would become a more egalitarian, demo cratic country, like 
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the United States, maybe, where  those in power  were not corrupt and actu-
ally obeyed the law. No one mentioned the war in Vietnam or the systemic 
vio lence in the United States against Native, black, and Latinx Americans 
and other marginalized populations.

When I heard about the sheep event, it immediately struck me as an act of 
genius. It reaffirmed my own attitude  toward authority, which I manifested 
by jumping over the school fence  after roll call whenever pos si ble and walk-
ing home. ¡Presente! But not  really. This partial compliance exemplifies one 
of my favorite Mexican expressions and worldviews, “Sí, pero no.” Democ-
racy?  Here?  There? Where? Yes, well, maybe, no?

So I never forgot the story of the sheep. The more I researched the 1968 
incident, however, the more questions I had. What actually happened? Did 
the workers actually turn their backs? Some  people say yes;  others  don’t 
mention it.

A government report describes the upheaval caused by the student move-
ment on August 27 during which some 300,000 to 400,000  people marched 
 toward the Zócalo threatening a strike. They had their black- and- red strike 
flag, sang the national anthem, demanded the release of students jailed in 
the Lecumberri prison, and waited for the promised meeting with President 
Díaz Ordaz. The students lowered the Mexican flag and raised the black- 
and- red flag up the central flagpole. The bells of the cathedral rang inces-
santly to support their cause. The government interpreted  these acts as a 
provocation and mobilized its tanks, heavy weaponry, bayonets, and tear 
gas, and fi nally removed the students from the Zócalo early in the morning 
of August 28. They lowered the black- and- red flag. Young  people, pursued 
by members of the armed forces, fled from the Zócalo, through Mexico’s so- 
called Historic Center.

On August 28, the aggrieved government sent an announcement through 
the press and its agencies that it would perform an Act of Redress (Cer-
emonia de Desagravio) for the desecration of the flag.30 Civil servants from 
throughout the Federal District  were called in to perform their loyalty. As 
we know,  things did not go as planned: “Bureaucrats from the Federal Dis-
trict, that had been hauled in to make amends in the face of the ominous 
event, began to shout in unison: ‘ We’re sheep!!  We’re penned in!’ The stu-
dents managed to burst their way into the ceremony. The act finished with 
intervention by police and army forces and new persecutions through the 
Historic Center.”31

The well- known historian and novelist Paco Ignacio Taibo II, also a student 
at the time, tells of being part of a large group of students in the movement 
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trying to get into the Zócalo when the sheep disturbance took place. In his 
book 68, he writes, “They called a meeting of public servants working for the 
State and obliged them to leave their offices in a straight line. The act went 
badly for them. Many bureaucrats started to shout: ‘ We’re being herded; 
 we’re [President] Díaz Ordaz’s sheep.’ ”32

Writer Elena Poniatowska offers a testimony by another witness: “Gov-
ernment workers  were already quite unhappy about being forced  either to 
attend official ceremonies or lose their job. . . .  The government employees 
attended this civic purification ceremony all right, but not in the spirit the 
government had expected. They flocked out of the ministries and pub-
lic offices shouting ‘ We’re sheep,  they’re herding us around . . .  baaa, baaa, 
baaa.’ ”33 So did they baaa before getting to the Zócalo?

One art review notes that the state workers rebelled by walking around 
the flagpole in a circle.34 Only a few descriptions mention them turning their 
backs on the speaker. Art critic Katrin Wittneven does, noting that the sheep 
episode remains fixed (though with differences) in the Mexican imaginary: 
“In Mexico,  people still remember that thousands of civil servants expressed 
their protest in the late sixties by rebelliously turning their backs to the gov-
ernment tribunes and bleating.”35

The divergent ways the sheep event has been recounted, and even the re-
ports and documentation that mention it, offer only partial accounts. So my 
description is  limited in terms of its truth value. The incident happened—we 
have documentation to prove it— but did it happen the way it was reported 
or the way I remember it?

Studying acts that took place in the past without an archival rec ord is 
challenging not only for per for mance studies scholars but also for histori-
ans, ethnographers, and  others who take a humanistic approach to cultural 
practices and meanings.  Because the live, the behavioral, the experiential 
are our primary domain, even when the live is mediated though the digi-
tal, the literary, the medical, and so forth, I cannot always refer the reader 
to a text, website, painting, photo graph or film, set of statistics, X- rays, or 
lab reports (the  things pertaining to the archive, as I’ve argued  earlier) to 
confirm or challenge my recounting of the situation.36 Sometimes, as with 
the video that I discuss shortly, “The Multiplication of Sheep,” part of Pa-
triotic Tales, by the Belgian- Mexican artist Francis Alÿs, I can link to the 
video that I take as one of my sources. Our interpretations of what we see 
in it might differ, but the incident itself is well documented, and the video 
itself may degrade but  won’t change. My interpretation might differ from 
 others’ and, as is often the case, may change over time. Each new encoun-
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ter with the material might add a dimension, but the video is a relatively 
stable referent.

Other times, when I have no recourse to the archival register, I need to 
transmit the scene in part through my observations, experiential engage-
ment with  others, and the knowledge that I bring to the context. The “I”— 
the situated I, the observing and narrating I, the I as coparticipant in the 
drama, and at times the autobiographical I— then, becomes central to the 
degree that it transmits an accurate portrayal, or the experiential or affec-
tive quality, or the ethical and po liti cal complications of the subject of dis-
cussion. How  else can a reader know what to make of the analy sis? Per-
for mance studies scholars, ethnographers, and historians share some of the 
challenges and methods for examining the partially or even unrecorded 
past— speaking with  people who  were  there or remember the events, study-
ing the sites where they took place, reading all available materials, and so on. 
What varies among  these disciplinary practices, and also among prac ti tion-
ers within  these fields as well, are the objectives, methods, assumptions, and 
the ways of engaging with  others.

Historians, rarely writing in the first person, rely on documentation that 
rec ords change over time to establish facts and maybe even some kind of 
truth. Did the events happen? When, why, how? The framework of change 
over time requires a distanced, expansive overview perspective. While 
seemingly objective and disembodied, their writings too are challenged by 
the indeterminacy of reports and documents.  These, as written artifacts, are 
also made, the product of certain perspectives and interests. Some details 
may be included,  others left out.  Those who created the reports worked from 
assumptions and value systems, which  today’s scholars, working from their 
own assumptions and values, need to interpret. Explorations into the past 
can only be made from the pre sent and always involve conjecture and inter-
pretation. Hayden White put it well when he said that “the ‘pre sent’ . . .  must 
serve as a solid ground from which a bridge can be projected into a past 
incompletely mapped and inhabited by ghosts and marked by graves.”37 We 
can only ever analyze from this bridge, from this place on which we stand 
and that grounds our perspective.

Per for mance ethnographers with methodological ties to anthropol-
ogy, such as Dwight Conquergood, focus more on the relational nature of 
scholar/in for mant, and the ethical issues they raise, than ascertaining the 
accuracy of the situation: “The performative view brings ethnographer and 
native together as co- actors, mutually engaged collaborators in a fragile fic-
tion.”38 While the “ethnographer and native” language smacks of a colonialist 
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vein in anthropology, Conquergood’s work unwaveringly stresses the em-
bodied interactions and ethical entanglements between interlocutors and 
“the inescapable moral tensions of ethnographic praxis.”39 What ever we 
come to  will be a “fragile fiction” that induces a personal and cultural “self- 
knowledge, self- awareness, plural reflexivity, that makes it po liti cal.”40

While I share some of the methods of  those who describe themselves 
per for mance ethnographers or autoethnographers, I would not use the lan-
guage of fieldwork, field notes, data, and other terms from anthropology to 
describe what I do.41 Closer to theatre prac ti tion ers perhaps, I focus  here 
on per for mance scenarios and events that keep reappearing— always in dif-
fer ent shapes, with diff er ent actors, and modified contexts—to reveal the 
ways in which communities imagine and rehearse meaning, conflict, and 
pos si ble resolutions.42 The overarching structuring power of the scenarios, 
the explanatory force of event, rather than the historic truth or  accuracy 
of the details, speak to me. We act, we make and transmit meaning, through 
the events in  these scenarios. “El 68” became an Event with a capital E. 
Events (unlike facts) are not out  there in the world; they are constructed 
from incidents and occurrences and take on diff er ent meanings over time— 
here the student movement, the civil servants’ bleating, the massacre. If any-
thing, as the historian Pierre Nora suggests, events depend on the awareness 
of the beholder as much as the other way around: “What is the event and 
for whom? For if  there is no event without critical consciousness,  there is an 
event only when, offered to every body, it is not the same for all.”43 We  were 
all present/e, but not in the same way.

So the events of August 28, 1968, took place, even though the facts remain 
blurry. For my purposes, it  really does not  matter if the workers- as- sheep 
turned their backs or simply bleated (although I certainly wish I knew). 
Both acts constitute animatives that disrupt and delegitimate the govern-
ment’s performative. The point remains the same— state workers explic itly 
acknowledged, and contested, their role as sheep in an authoritarian govern-
ment. Taibo, the historian, concludes, “The only  thing that works is memory. 
Collective memory. Even the smallest and saddest individual memory.”44 
And that too is highly variable. But the telling, retelling, and reenactment of 
the sheep event contribute to it staying alive in one form or another, making 
vis i ble the structuring scenario of continuing oppression that underwrites 
the history of Mexico pre-  and postconquest. Making memory, keeping 
it alive, ¡presente! is another aspect of making history. And  here is where 
studying the event, as opposed to all the specific facts, becomes meaningful 
for me as a per for mance studies scholar. My question is not what happened 
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exactly, but why does the event continue to resonate? Performed action 
makes its own heuristic interventions and claims.

The Sheep, Again

How do iconic events stay presente, alive, re- presented and animated again 
and again in vari ous forms? Thirty years  after the massacre of the students, 
the per for mance artist Francis Alÿs staged a video per for mance, Cuentos 
patrióticos (Patriotic tales), based in part on the defiance of the bureaucrats, 
called “La multiplicación de los borregos”  (The multiplication of sheep) 
(figs. 2.2–2.5).45 He walks around the same flagpole with the oversize, un-
dulating Mexican flag in the Zócalo leading a sheep on a leash. The per for-
mance video begins with a close-up of a sheep against the backdrop of the 
National Cathedral. Slightly off to the side, we catch a glimpse of banners 
with the word causa or “cause” on it, suggesting the per for mance took place 
in the context of one of the many protests held in the Zócalo. The title, “La 
multiplicación de los borregos” (in pink script) announces the work. The 
pink might signal that rather than the red- hot act of 1968, this is a lighter but 
still po liti cally (pinko?) inflected re- vision of the same. A wide- angle shot of 
the massive square, with  people milling around it, sets the scene. When Alÿs 
walks on, leading a sheep on a leash, the lens focuses tightly on them. Noth-
ing  else is vis i ble except shadows on the stone ground— the imposing linear 
slashes caused by the flagpole and its silhouette, and the moving shapes of 
Alÿs and the sheep that walks  behind him in a circular direction. One by one, 
more sheep (not on leashes) join the circle, altering their pace to keep equi-
distant from each other and maintain the circular formation. The bells of the 
cathedral ring incessantly, reminiscent of the same bells that pealed nonstop 
in a show of support of the students back on August 27, 1968. Methodically, 
Alÿs continues to walk clockwise around the pole. He stands erect, walking 
in a relaxed yet deliberate manner. Soon, twenty- one sheep have joined the 
walk. Magically, it seems, one follows the one ahead in perfect formation. 
Then Alÿs drops the leash and the first sheep walks away from the circle in 
an orderly fashion.  After  every rotation of the flagpole, another sheep peels 
off. At the beginning of the per for mance, each new sheep had joined the end 
of the line. At the end, the sheep that leave the circle are the ones at the head 
of line,  those walking right  behind Alÿs. He does not signal to them in any 
way. They just seem to know when it’s their turn. How do they know that? 
Gradually, as more sheep walk away, the circle looks more like a semicircle. 
The distance grows between Alÿs and the sheep. Before long, Alÿs walks at 
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the end of the line, following them. Who leads whom? The sheep behave as if 
a thread united them. The connectivity exceeds the naked eye. Alÿs walks off 
 after the last sheep exits. For a moment, the small area remains empty. The 
video ends with a close-up of a sheep’s face. No baaa necessary.

Alÿs’s body, his walk around the flagpole, conjures up the civil servants. 
Still ¡presentes!  These sheep have transformed from followers into a collec-
tive, Guattari’s “multiplicity that deploys itself.”

The per for mance, as shown in the video on the artist’s website, lasts a 
 little over twenty- five minutes.46 No spectators or bystanders appear in the 
video once the per for mance starts. The video accentuates the bracketing 
of the event that I have argued elsewhere defines per for mance.47 The focus 
fixes the time, space, and dimensions of what I can only think of as a stage, 
an area reconverted for a short time into an acting area, a diff er ent space 
of appearance or, better, a space where people/sheep can appear differently. 
When Alÿs and the sheep leave, the Zócalo looks empty, emptied, drained 
for a second of the many dramas fought  there over the past six hundred 
years. The space, like a stage, is the same and not the same. The bracketing 
gives the illusion of fixity in terms of space and time, and yet reminds us that 
it exists only in relation to, and alongside, other spaces and other times. The 
para- space/time of per for mance, of politics. The per for mance space and/as 
po liti cal space is the arena of potentiality, hinting perhaps at other, better 
 futures. Located in the Zócalo, the same geo graph i cal spot that has been the 
site of so many strug gles and transformations, the per for mance highlights 

2.2–2.5  Frames from Francis Alÿs, “The Multiplication of Sheep,” in Cuentos patrióticos 
(Patriotic tales), in collaboration with Rafael Ortega, 1997. Single- channel video projec-
tion, 14:40 minutes. images courtesy of the artist.
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the constant refiguration over time of the scenario itself. The shadow of the 
flagpole marks the space like the hand of a sundial. The time? Now. But the 
sharp shadow also cuts into and across Mexican historical practice. Always.

The curator Natasha Marie Llorens writes: “Alÿs brings the memory of 
 humans acting like sheep together with the spectacle of sheep re- enacting 
 human protest, demonstrating that how bodies appear in public is as impor-
tant as the fact that they gather. And it is their gathering that creates the 
space of protest, of politics. Protest— a set of relations between  people— thus 
produces the square anew in each instance.”48 But Alÿs does more. His sheep 
indicate that protesters  will not appear as  people, never be presente as “men” 
in Arendt’s words, “who show who they are, reveal actively their unique 
personal identities and thus make their appearance in the  human world.”49 
 Those in power  will withhold recognition from  those who refuse official in-
terpellation. Denied subjectivity, protesters (like mi grants, like slaves) need 
to fight precisely for how their bodies appear in public. The space of appear-
ance, as Arendt insisted, is not a material space but, rather, the mechanic 
of intersubjective recognition whereby  people acknowledge one another as 
they reveal who they are. However, the material conditions and places where 
 these acts and rituals of mutual and relational recognition happen also need 
to be fought for and won, albeit momentarily. As Judith Butler points out, “It 
is not only that we need to live in order to act, but that we have to act, and act 
po liti cally, in order to secure the conditions of existence.”50 ¡Presente! signals 
the determination to appear other wise.

�
On September  26, 2014, indigenous and mestizo male students from the 
Ayotzinapa rural college commandeered five buses to take them to Mexico 
City for the October  2 commemoration of the massacred students. They 
did that  every year and always brought the buses back. That night, a mix of 
local, military, and federal police joined with members of drug cartels to kill 
six  people outright, including some students. They kidnapped and tortured 
dozens of other students, and permanently dis appeared an additional forty- 
three of them, as I  will examine in chapter 5. State vio lence against students 
continues, unabated. Now, back in the Zócalo, we recite their names and say, 
yet again, ¡Presente!

The number 43 and the phrase “el dos de octubre no se olvida”  resonate 
throughout Mexico. ¡Presente! signals the now, again, and seemingly  always 
of po liti cal vio lence. It has an enduring quality that invokes the dead that 
 don’t die, the past that remains. We live in para- times and spaces, as I argue 
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in chapter  1, para- worlds nested in, beside, and alongside  others that are 
 always  there—’68, ’98, 2014. Once we see how presence is  shaped, con-
tested, destroyed, performed, and reperformed through  these scenarios of 
(mis)recognition, we can never not see it again. Each return to the Zócalo 
reminds us of the unhappy performatives, the power ful animatives, the 
ethical imperative to witness and accompany, and the refusal to legitimate 
acts of brutality. Each repeat per for mance accumulates affective, symbolic, 
and explanatory power.

Each repeat, however, involves difference. This time ¡presente! took on 
a decidedly militant attitude. The massive re sis tance to the state’s crim-
inal politics threatened to overturn the government. Hundreds of thou-
sands of protesters took to the streets, claiming once again an alternative 
space of appearance that acknowledged the centrality of the dis appeared. 

2.6  “Los 43.” Date unknown.
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The defiant sheep showed up in multitudes— they seemed to have indeed 
multiplied. “Quisieron desaparecernos y aparecimos en todo el mundo” 
(They wanted to dis appear us and we appeared throughout the world). 
“−43” appeared everywhere—on the sidewalks, bumper stickers, and walls 
(fig. 2.7).

Memes flooded social media throughout the country: #NosFaltan43 (We 
are missing 43) and #FueelEstado (The state did it) among  others. A large 
installation, 43: The Antihistorical Monument was embedded in the central 
ave nue of Mexico City (fig. 2.8).

The former president Vicente Fox had words of advice for the families 
of the forty- three dis appeared students, and for the rest of the population: 
“Get over it.”51 State vio lence continues, and so does the opposition of  those 
who choose  every single day— sometimes against all odds— not to side with 
injustice. An anti- imperial, antinationalist, post- Cartesian, and even post-
human “we” is  shaped through  these per for mances. The “we” acts, through 
protest, art, and  here through scholarship, both product and agent of the ne-
gotiation of po liti cal life. Who leads whom? Who turns their back or follows 
along? We continue to crash the space of appearance, producing it again, 
and always, anew.

2.7  “−43,” Mexico City, 2017. photo: diana taylor.
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Postscript

In summer 2018, Mexico prepared for the fiftieth anniversary of the Tla-
telolco massacre in 1968. Artist Yael Bartana, the National University of 
Mexico, and the Comisión Ejecutiva de Atención a Víctimas, a commission 
formed to help victims, invited survivors of the massacre to leave their foot-
prints in the 400- meter concrete slab laid down in Tlatelolco. The footprints 
remind us it’s not over; it’s never over. ¡Presente!  Here rests the force of the 
per for mance of re sis tance that can stand up to the performative command 
to move on. Per for mance, as Richard Schechner defines it, is “never for the 
first time.”52 The repeats take on a life and animate the po liti cal: making 
presence, making memory, making space for alternative visions of livable 
lives.

At the same time, I met with intellectuals and activists  shaped by ’68. 
How to commemorate October 2, especially now that Mexico’s progressive 
candidate, André Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) won the presidency by a 
landslide? I think of one act that makes sense: AMLO should answer the de-
mand that students made fifty years ago and invite their leaders to an open 
dialogue. The students’ march was accompanied by a call for a meeting, a 
gesture, “a call to make a response,” an opening  toward communication, 

2.8  43: Anti- monumento Historico, Mexico City, 2017. photo: ray marmolejo le 
garrec.
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a move  toward a negotiated public space.53 That’s what they  were march-
ing/asking for. Sometimes it takes de cades to respond to a call. Now we see 
the footprints. It was past time to acknowledge the call and reciprocate the 
gesture.

2.9  Monumento de la Ausencia, 2019. photo: julio pantoja.
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2.9  Monumento de la Ausencia, 2019. photo: julio pantoja.

Camino Largo
The Zapatistas’ Long  
Road  toward Autonomy

We wait, we resist, we are experts at this.

Speaking and listening is how true men and  women learn to walk.

— subcomandante marcos, Our Word Is Our Weapon

THREE

3.1  Autonomous education constructs diff er ent worlds where many worlds fit, true 
worlds with truths. Painting on the school at Oventic, 2013. photo: lorie novak.
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In August 2013, the Zapatistas de cided to throw a party. A few months be-
fore the twentieth anniversary of their uprising against the Mexican govern-
ment on January  1, 1994, the Subcomandante Insurgente Moisés sent out 
word via the internet to “quienes se hayan sentido convocados” ( those who 
feel summoned) to celebrate the ten- year anniversary of the creation of the 
five Zapatista caracoles (autonomous municipalities; literally, “snails”), each 
with its own governing structure or Council of Good Government (Junta del 
Buen Gobierno, or jbg).1 The caracoles  were set up to or ga nize and provide 
health care, education, and basic ser vices to the vari ous autonomous com-
munities who receive nothing but trou ble from the Mexican government. 
As opposed to that mal or bad government, the five or so men and  women 
of the jbg who serve on a rotating basis are voted in by the community and 
have to obey community mandates.

The party was part of a major redirection in the Zapatistas’ camino largo, 
or long road,  toward autonomy. The camino largo stretches across time and 
space, five- hundred- plus years and counting. Their map shows a zigzag 
movement  toward freedom, a series of complex operations through tricky 
territory in many senses, physical, po liti cal, and digital. What began as an 
act of armed uprising in 1994— a violent refusal, a ¡Basta ya! (Enough!), an 
animative that resounded globally— developed into a sustained enactment 
of possibility. Another world is pos si ble, the Zapatistas declared, and they 
set about building it. The disruptive animative evolved into the new norm, 
a way of life.

The Zapatistas had been very actively on the move, in their quiet way, 
before and  after the uprising, trying to build civil support for their claims 
through meetings, marches, and a very active presence online, mainly 
through email and communiqués. They hosted a national demo cratic con-
vention in Aguascalientes (August 1994) to urge  people of good  will of all 
nationalities, races, sexualities, and religions to focus on “the common 
 enemy.”2 In 1994, Marcos rejected attempts by Mexico’s incoming president, 
Ernesto Zedillo, to buy him off.3 The Zapatistas entered into negotiations 
with the “bad” government that produced the San Andrés Accords (1996) 
guaranteeing autonomy and rights to indigenous  peoples.4  After losing 
faith in the Mexican government for failing to honor the agreements, they 
hosted more forums such as the First International Encuentro for Human-
ity and against Neoliberalism, asking all  those exploited by the system to 
join them in the Mayan highlands to share their strug gles for recognition: 
“We invited you all for all of us to hear ourselves and speak to ourselves. To 
see all that we are.”5 On May 7, 2011, and December 21, 2012, fifty thousand 
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Zapatistas marched in total silence through San Cristóbal and other towns 
in Chiapas— they  didn’t say why. At the end of the day in 2012, they issued a 
declaration, a poem: “¿Escucharon? / Es el sonido de su mundo derrumbán-
dose. Es el del nuestro resurgiendo.” (Did you hear? / That is the sound of 
your world crumbling. It is the sound of ours reemerging.)6 What started as 
an act of refusal grew into an alternative way of living politics that few had 
thought pos si ble or sustainable.

The cele bration in Oventic marked one more milestone on the map. Now, 
 after a reclusive period, the Zapatistas  were beginning to open themselves 
up, once again, to civil society.  Those who felt called, interpellated, could re-
spond by attending. We too could be ¡presentes! In addition to the party, the 
Zapatistas had or ga nized the first session of the escuelita, or  little school, for 
 those who wanted to live with the Zapatistas for a week and learn about their 
ways of living politics. As then Subcomandante Marcos (or Sup) made clear, 
the Zapatistas did not need us to come and give advice or tell them what to 
do. We  were welcome to come learn from and accompany them.7

San Cristóbal de las Casas, situated in the Mayan highlands in southern 
Mexico, was alive with visitors and in de pen dent journalists from all over 
the world. Fifteen hundred  people had been admitted to the escuelita this 
time, including major figures in  human rights and education.8 Another such 
number attended online via video conferencing from cideci (Centro indi-
gena de capacitación integral, the Indigenous Center for Holistic Training), 
a local Zapatista- inspired university. For the cele bration of the caracoles (the 
administrative centers of Zapatista territory), long lines of vans, trucks, and 
cars stretched far along the road that goes to Oventic, the caracol closest to 
San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, and thus, the most visited. Through the 
rain and mist that eve ning we could see the sign on the road said:

esta usted en territorio
zapatista en rebeldia
“Aquí manda el pueblo
y el gobierno obedece”

[you are in zapatista rebel territory:
“ Here the  people decide and the government obeys”]

An unimposing metal gate separates Oventic from the rest of Mexico. 
Though the entrance is a few meters off a federal highway, the caracol seems 
worlds apart in terms of ideology and po liti cal practice. It was about eight 
on Friday eve ning when we arrived. Though dark and pouring rain,  people 
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lined up to enter through the flower- covered arch. We, all forty of us par-
ticipating in the Art and Re sis tance course that Jesusa Rodríguez and I  were 
coteaching for the third time in Chiapas,9 shuffled in  under the large plastic 
tarps just to the side of the colorful Che Guevara store that bridges the in-
side/outside of the caracol. The shop sells food, soft drinks, and basic sup-
plies to the Zapatistas working in the administrative center and resistance- 
themed souvenirs to visitors and  those passing on the road. We crowded 
together, waiting, as a masked Zapatista asked to see our ids. We handed 
him the list with our names, places of origin, and passport numbers. We 
had  people from throughout the Amer i cas, Africa, Eu rope, Australia, and 
three local Mayan  women who participated as artists in our group. The 
man looked at us.  Were we a prob lem? Or just an oddity? He de cided not 
to count, and went off with the list. Another came close to keep an eye on 
us. One of the  women in our group said something to him, and he smiled 
through his black ski mask. He wanted to know where we  were from and 
why we wanted to be  there, a good question. “To celebrate,” was all she said.

We had come to learn. Chiapas provides a remarkable arena to study art 
and re sis tance for several reasons.  Here we see state repression and epis-
temicide at work, up close.10 The indigenous population of Chiapas, the larg-
est in Mexico, has long been considered an obstacle by the government, a 
deficit, a drag on the nation’s aspirations to modernity. Three- quarters of the 

3.2  “you are in zapatista rebel territory,” 2013. photo: lorie novak.
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population lives in poverty.11 The state has the poorest educational system in 
the country. According to the Zapatistas, 72  percent of  children  don’t make 
it through first grade.12 Most  people have no access to clean  water or an 
adequate sewage system. Without health care, many die of preventable or 
curable illness such as measles, cholera, typhus, pneumonia, parasites, and 
gastrointestinal diseases.13 Ironically, Chiapas is one of the most beautiful 
and resource- rich states. Mexico and the ruling elites as a  whole profit enor-
mously from the petroleum, wood, electricity, coffee, honey, corn, cacao, 
and  cattle that they extract, and they give very  little back. If anything, Mex-
ico further exploits the indigenous population and the natu ral resources of 
the land with its wooded highlands, diverse ecosystems, gorgeous lakes and 
waterfalls for tourism. Most visitors to Palenque or its other preconquest 
sites might marvel at the beauty of it all and fail to see the misery that the 
Mexican and local government’s policies inflict on its  people and the land.

An early question for our group: How much do tourists need to not 
know, and not see, to enjoy their travels in Chiapas? One of our several per-
for mance reflections, as I explore  later in this chapter, staged the degree of 
“percepticide,” or self- blinding, needed to not hear or see what’s happening 
around us.14

Part of our shared task, through our pedagogical practice, was to interro-
gate why and how we  were  there. This meant examining not just the episte-
mological questions of “what” and “how” we perceive, and the limits of our 
perceptual habits. How can we see and know differently? The Platonic meta-
physical notion of a stable “real” (a what is) as opposed to the shadowy world 

3.3  Seeing/Unseeing Eyes. Canadian per for mance artist/theorist Helene Vosters created 
and led the per for mance. 2013. Courtesy of the artist.



p r o o f

72 Chapter  Three

of appearance (what appears to be)  didn’t help, as the brutal “real” hidden 
from the romantic tourist sell was not fixed or stable. The economic misery, 
rising out of conquest, was enacted anew with  every subsequent change of 
policy and government. Instead of being, the exploitation and desubjectifi-
cation continued as permanent becoming. The naturalized “real ity” of the 
situation was produced systemically to promote a self- serving narrative of 
the lazy, uneducated “Indian.”

We also had to examine our fantasies of being in place with  others who 
live such diff er ent lives from our own.  Later I take up the question that the 
Zapatista asked: What  were we  doing  there?

The perpetually unfolding layers of vio lence are again aggravated by the 
intense activity surrounding migration in Chiapas. An estimated 500,000 
mi grants and refugees from Central Amer i ca cross the Guatemala- Mexico 
border  every year to reach the U.S.  Because the U.S. pays the Mexican gov-
ernment to stop mi grants in the south, the state has become increasingly 
militarized.15 Vio lence as a  whole has escalated; mi grants are attacked, raped, 
murdered, and dis appeared at times by members of or ga nized crime groups, 
at times by federal or local police, and at times by ordinary delinquents try-
ing to make a  little money off of  those even poorer than themselves.  Human 
misery is the region’s gross national product.

In the face of all this despair and in equality, the Zapatistas said, “No. 
Enough is enough.” The state has become the center of indigenous thought 
and alternative epistemic theories and practices.

The Zapatistas have practiced re sis tance for a very long time, waiting, 
quietly, obstinately for the right moment to act. Their silence, an enactment 
of refusal, went unnoticed. Who,  after all, would expect indigenous  peoples 
to speak? Their quiet waiting functioned as an animative— the government 
wants us to actively perform our oppression, they might have said (much 
like the ‘sheep’ in ‘Enacting Refusal’), and we refuse. We move when we de-
cide to move. They signal, if only to themselves, in what Jorge Portilla might 
call the “solidarity . . .  of the underdog.”16 They started organ izing back in 
1983, a full de cade before they made the decision to mobilize in an armed 
uprising. Several theories circulate about why and when they de cided to 
claim visibility. An archaeologist friend of Rodríguez’s who works in Toniná, 
near Ocosingo, Chiapas, told us one version.

Toniná, a Maya ceremonial site about two thousand years old, is charac-
terized by enormous platforms and terraces built into the mountain above 
the central plaza. This, he tells us, was where the Zapatistas would meet in 
the 1980s and develop their plans. They  were waiting for the moment to act, 



p r o o f

Camino Largo 73

knowing that the moment for action is never obvious. They knew not to be 
in a hurry. One night, as they  were meeting at the sacred site, lightning from 
a huge electrical storm hit the side of the pyramid and sliced off a layer of 
overgrowth. The heavy rain that night washed off the residual brush and 
ash, and when they awoke in the morning they saw a gigantic staggered or 
stepped fretwork  going up the side of the pyramid (fig. 3.4).

3.4  The stepped fret, 
2019. Drawing by Jesusa 
 Rodríguez based on an 
image by Jorge Enciso in 
Paul Westheim, The Art 
of Ancient Mexico, 116. 
 Courtesy of the artist.

The stepped fretwork gives vis i ble expression to the awareness of con-
tinuous movement and strug gle that animates Mesoamerican communities. 
The steps, the forward push, always end up circling back in on themselves. 
“The constant repetition of the motif,” Paul Westheim argues, does not sig-
nal harmony or resolution, nor allow pause for contemplation. The “inten-
sity never relaxes. . . . . The powers that built the cosmos are dynamic and 
what sustains it is the tension by which they are mutually held in check.”17 
The stepped fretwork is about moving forward and pushing back. Like the 
constant strug gles endured by indigenous  peoples, the tensions never re-
solve. Survival relies on pushing back, keeping in motion.

The Zapatistas, the archaeologist told us, took the revelation of the an-
cient fretwork as the sign they had been waiting for to push forward.

The more common version of course links the uprising to the passing of 
nafta (the North American  Free Trade Agreement) on January 1, 1994. The 
Zapatistas considered nafta a “death certificate” for indigenous  peoples.18 
The  free trade agreement meant that local populations would lose their ter-
ritorial and agricultural autonomy, such as it was. Led by the diminutive Co-
mandanta Ramona, the Zapatista armed uprising took five impor tant towns 
in the state, including the city of San Cristóbal. Why be afraid, she said: 
“For all intents and purposes, we  were already dead. We meant absolutely 
nothing.”19 The indigenous rebels fully understood their colonial condition. 
They  were fighting from the space of death. Her statement too finds echo in 
the stepped fretwork. I paraphrase Westheim’s observation that the fretwork 
reflects the Mesoamericans’ vision of their role: they must act to offset 
the danger; they must be alert, must strug gle and offer their own lives.20 
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Capitán Insurgente Maribel, the fifteen- year- old  woman who helped cap-
ture the town of Margaritas, replied to the commissioner who asked how 
old she was: “Five hundred and two . . .  as old as the rebellion.”21 Time, re-
sis tance, strug gle, and identity had become synonymous, all entangled in 
the contradictory tempo of the strug gle: slow/fast, zig/zag, short/elongated, 
young/very old. “I Am we,” a Zapatista sign reads.

The Zapatistas have tried all sorts of approaches since the initial armed 
warfare of January  1994 to secure their goals: democracy, liberty, and 
justice— not just for them but for every one. They have a brilliant command 
of per for mance strategies, their use of masks and silence being two of the 
most in ter est ing. Anonymity characterizes the Zapatistas as a group. They 
have been united, as Sup writes, “by our common misery, by the collective 
oblivion into which we  were cast 501 years ago, by the useless death we en-
dure, by our being faceless, with our name ripped from us, by our having to 
bet our lives and deaths for someone  else’s  future.”22

What more effective performatic strategy than to claim presence by fight-
ing from that place of anonymity of  those denied the possibility of appear-
ance,  those without a face, without a name. The Zapatistas use masks  every 
time they are with non- Zapatistas. The act of masking is an animative, refus-
ing abjection and turning it into a show of dignity, withholding from power 
the identity it both obliterates and demands. The hegemonic repre sen ta tion 
of “Indian” as the forever mute, faceless, anachronistic, and illusionistic ef-
fect of colonialism crumbled as the masked indigenous fighters took over 
town  after town. Now, suddenly,  those in power thought of the mask as 
power ful. Not the indigenous collective masking, of course, but the  default 
singular, individual one of the liberal subject. Who is Marcos, the gov-
ernment insisted? Surely his magnetism resided in his mask. When they 
unmasked him in 1995, their exposé failed to invalidate or weaken him.23 
Marcos, whose first nom de guerre was Zacarias, and then, post- Marcos, 
Galeano, was so much more than an individual. Marcos, as I write in the 
“Death of the Po liti cal ‘I,’ ” was always in quotations, always a reperformance: 
“Marcos,” like the mask, was a “persona to be acted,”24 or as he put it a “col-
orful ruse,” a “ ‘hologram’ born of the uprising that reflected the aspirations 
of  those who longed to challenge the regimes of domination.”25 It was never 
about him as an individual. Yet even  after the uprising, the press could not 
see or hear indigenous  peoples. The mestizo in the mask became the voice and 
the face of the Zapatistas. Yet the mask, like the voice, is collective. The masks 
enact the po liti cal we— never singular or individual. Marcos signed many 
of their communiqués with a collective gesture: “From the  mountains of 
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the M exican southeast, the Indigenous Clandestine Revolutionary Com-
mittee,” followed by “Planet Earth.” we are truly in this together. The mask 
performs both group cohesion and identity and outward anonymity. The 
masks enact their refusal to make their individual identities, names,  faces 
available to us, non- Zapatistas. For de cades, their animatives have withstood 
the government’s demand that they reveal themselves.

Masks hover between the animate, the inanimate, the animative. At times, 
they channel the life- affirming forces and symbolic presences that are always 
 there. As with other indigenous groups in the Amer i cas, masking for the 
Zapatistas does not mean deception or disguise but rather the continual mo-
tion of becoming, of transformation and self- transformation. Masks, as James 
Maffie argues, for the Cherokee, the Iroquois (Seneca), the Hopi, and other 
 peoples “disclose and pre sent a spirit, and are better thought of as guises than 
disguises.”26 The ancient Mesoamerican practice of wearing animal masks 
and skins in  battle draws on the conviction that they have shape- shifting 
power— the wearers draw from their and this other source of strength.

Mexico has a very strong tradition of masks stemming from before 
and  after the invasion by the Spaniards. Mesoamerican and postconquest 
dances, rituals, and other per for mances are full of masked characters that 
continue into the pre sent. Ancient ones, often made of stone or jade, are 
funerary masks. Many of the more recent masks appear in fiestas and dance 
dramas representing types— the Spaniard with the pink face, the Malinche 
face with the long hair, the old men with missing teeth who walk and dance 
precariously, the devil masks, life and death masks, and animal masks. They 
make vis i ble the many forces that always accompany Mexican history— 
colonialism, the sense of betrayal, re sis tance, humor, seduction, death, and 
animism— always available for reanimation and mobilization. Masks signify 
presence as continuous transformation and surrogation. We can multiply 
with and as  others by donning a mask. But for masks to work best, it’s usu-
ally impor tant that no one see us put them on. Actors in many per for mance 
traditions turn their backs to the public for the second of transformation. 
The new form that appears was not  there a minute ago, as with the Zapatis-
tas. In the blink of an eye, they  were  there, ¡Presentes!

At times, of course, masks hide the presence of the killers among us, es-
pecially now in Mexico when so many armed groups are masked. Masks can 
protect the individual identities of the killer- we, the narcos, the federales or 
federal agents, the paramilitary, and even common delinquents. For them, 
clearly, the anonymity enables them to safely perform the acts of vio lence 
that might other wise land them in trou ble.
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The masked Zapatistas, then, are a highly codified po liti cal body, always 
‘virtual,’ a “ ‘hologram’ [as Marcos put it] born of the uprising that reflected 
the aspirations of  those who longed to challenge the regimes of domina-
tion.” Embodiment, as Anne Balsamo notes, is the “effect” of that aspiration, 
“produced by the pro cesses through which bodies are  imagined and con-
stituted.”27 Produced as one kind of absence, the Zapatistas produce them-
selves as another kind of presence.

The way that the Zapatistas have used silence is also dramatic, played 
back against the colonial silencing. “Speaking and listening is how true men 
and  women learn to walk,” they say, but few have ever spoken or listened 
to them.28 What happens when we deprive communities of the ability to 
speak and listen? Jacques Attali argues that noise (sound, clamor,  music) 
“is the source of purpose and power.”29  Those in authority seek to deny in-
digenous  people’s presence, subjectivity, power. Epistemicide, the erasure of 
ways of knowing, to return to Santos’s term, follows inevitably on conquest 
and domination. Much has to be silenced in order for the po liti cal colonial 
proj ect to succeed. They come into presence as absent,  silent, unknowable.

As the Zapatistas coalesced as a group, they choose strategically when 
and how to be  silent. Theirs is a noisy silence that calls attention to itself. 
They now control the noise, and they impose conditions on  those who want 
to speak to them. María Josefina Saldaña- Portillo writes of the Zapatistas’ 
politics of silence by recounting her visit to Oventic in 1996 for the First 
International Meeting for Humanity and against Neoliberalism. She recalls 
Comandante David saying, “Hasta que guarden silencio, no podemos co-
menzar” (We  can’t start  until  you’re all  silent). She  didn’t know what silence 
meant, she writes, as she sat in the group of five thousand international at-
tendees all struggling to remain quiet.  Here too, the Zapatistas perform their 
pedagogy.  Those who come to speak with them must first “experience the 
difficulty of attaining and maintaining silence for even a representative ten 
minutes. Metonymically, our ten minutes together stood in for the ‘ silent’ 
ten years of Zapatista organ izing: however, they also represented another 
kind of silence, the five hundred years of silence imposed on indigenous 
 peoples of the Amer i cas.”30 Yet the Zapatistas have also used the imposed si-
lence, like the imposed anonymity, as a source of strength. As the visitors sat 
silently, the entire cohort of Zapatistas took their seats in the bleachers sur-
rounding them with no one hearing them. “I was stunned,” Saldaña- Portillo 
writes, “ because even though we  were sitting  there being so quiet, perhaps 
 because of the ‘quiet’— the Zapatistas had been on the move and quieter 
still.”31
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But  here, too, the Zapatistas performed their insight, accrued dur-
ing centuries of strug gle, for the stunned visitors. You still cannot see or 
hear us. We can all talk and agree about imposed anonymity, but even a 
physical encounter of like- minded  people such as this one  will reenact the 
centuries- old nonrecognition of indigenous  peoples. The Zapatistas took 
their seats without anyone seeing or hearing them. That was their point. 
Our own inability to see or hear reflected back on us.  Here. Now. Again. 
Seemingly always.

Throughout the de cades, the Zapatistas have called on the exploited and 
persecuted,  those inside the Olympic stadium and  those outside (to go back 
to the protesters of enacted refusal), to become a po liti cal we, to mutually 
recognize, accompany, and listen to each other. “We can continue the right 
path if we, the you who are us, walk together.”32 Throughout, the Zapatistas 
have insisted that we do not have to be Zapatistas or live like them in order 
to join the strug gle. In fact, they  don’t want us to: “Fight with your weapons; 
 don’t worry about ours. We know how to resist to the end. We know how to 
wait.”33

Waiting, I felt as we stood at the entrance to Oventic, is a power ful 
weapon. And the Zapatistas know how to wield it. In October  1996, the 
tensions still high  after the San Andrés Treaty pro cess, “President Ernesto 
Zedillo visited three military bases in Chiapas,” his presence performing a 
threat.34 The ailing Comandanta Ramona broke the “encirclement” imposed 
by government forces on the Zapatistas and went to Mexico City, along with 
civilian Zapatista men,  women, and  children, to help found the National In-
digenous Congress.35 A reporter described it this way: “ Today the Zapatistas 
deploy a bomb that no one was expecting. . . .  The bomb of patience. The 
bomb of overpowering tenderness.”36 This enacted a diff er ent kind of pres-
ence, the presence of  those who choose when and how to become vis i ble 
to the rest of us. Gradually, quietly, as the Zapatista civilians headed out, 
the larger group was seeking po liti cal and cultural solutions in the strug gle 
against the bad government.

Waiting punctuated by action, the durational camino largo marked by 
the rapid burst of emails, communiqués, speeches, the Zapatista movement 
speeds it up and slows it down. Zigzagging, they try to keep danger in check. 
They constantly attempt to communicate, but in their own time and at their 
own pace, through the person- to- person digital technologies,  music, and 
print culture. They challenge us to rethink the modalities, tempos, and tem-
poralities of protest— the long road, the wait, mobilization, patience, silence, 
and “protest at the speed of dreams.”37
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In 2003, the Zapatistas formed an alternative good demo cratic govern-
ment and autonomous administrative centers, the caracoles, now clearly em-
phasizing the civic over the armed nature to their strug gle. During the 2006 
election cycle, Marcos initiated La Otra Campaña (the other campaign), 
which was in fact a campaign of  those  others who the Zapatistas claim would 
never be represented by the national government. He ran as Delegate Zero, 
infuriating some on the left who  were actively supporting Andrés Manual 
López Obrador against Felipe Calderón, the right- wing candidate who won 
what many see as a rigged election and unleashed the disastrous war against 
the narco that ushered in the new era of uncontrollable vio lence in Mexico.38

During moments of threat, the Zapatistas have closed off the caracoles to 
the world. Other times, they have opened them again to national and inter-
national supporters. The escuelitas are an extraordinary initiative to invite 
 those of good  will to learn the ways of the autonomous communities.  Every 
participant lives with a  family and has a companion to accompany her or 
him in the pro cess of learning, unlearning, relearning. If a participant comes 
with a child, an indigenous child is also assigned to accompany them.

For all their efforts to survive, the Zapatistas’ vulnerability is undeniable— 
not only as predominantly Indigenous  peoples, but as  people living in active 
opposition to Mexico’s repressive neoliberal government. Vulnerability,  here, is 
not a condition or state of being, but rather a  doing and a relationship of power. 
The Zapatistas’ vulnerability has been structurally imposed and eco nom ically 
or ga nized from colonial times  until the pre sent. As Jean Franco makes clear 
in Cruel Modernity, Latin American countries have tried to eliminate their 
indigenous populations in order to be modern: “The urgency of moderniza-
tion transposed racism into a diff er ent key and turned the indigenous from 
an exploited  labor force into a negative and undesirable mass.”39 nafta was 
simply the last straw. But they adapt, the Zapatistas say, “para no dejar de ser” 
(so that they  don’t cease to be) historical beings.40 The bottom line, using John 
Holloway’s terminology, is that their power to live, work, and flourish has been 
 under constant attack by the government’s power over their lives, work, and 
well- being. How can re sis tance  counter this making vulnerable?

And now we received the invitation to celebrate their party. What, as the 
Zapatista asked us,  were we  doing  there?

Reflection One  Being  There (Decolonial Pedagogies)

Part of our being  there, in the language of academe, had to do with practice- 
based research.  There are academic departments dedicated to this, each with 
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their special characteristics and foci, but we at the Hemispheric Institute 
call it “creative inquiry and critical practice.” This entails being pre sent, in 
situ, with  others and using embodied experience and practice as an entry 
point for learning and theorizing, and not just the other way around, as in 
applying our theories to practices that we see or experience. The under lying 
concept: knowledge is not a  thing, not a one- way act of communication 
or transfer, but an active  doing we undertake with many diff er ent kinds of 
 others. Education, as Paulo Freire argued in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, is “a 
practice of freedom.”41 Like Rivera Cusicanqui, I hold that “ there can be no 
discourse of decolonization, no theory of decolonization, without a decolo-
nizing practice.”42 The way we do this is the way we do every thing.

First, we had to leave the classroom. Our institutions of higher learning 
have tended to reproduce colonialist systems of domination since the six-
teenth  century, denying entry to the descendants of indigenous and African 
laborers who built them in the first place.43 I, like Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, 
keenly experience the obligation “of the intellectuals in the domination of 
empire— because I believe that it is our collective responsibility not to con-
tribute to the reproduction of this domination.”44 For us, this means learn-
ing from others, seeing/theorizing from other locations, environments, and 
contexts in order to establish contact between  people who do not have ac-
cess to our universities. In order to enter  these conversations, we need to 
accept the conditions our interlocutors ask of us. We can assume nothing.

Jesusa Rodríguez and I admit thirty- five to forty gradu ate students from 
throughout the Amer i cas. We choose participants from diverse backgrounds 
who have a broad range of interests and skills— people specializing in native 
studies,  human rights, migration, alter- globalization, environmental justice, 
gender and sexuality, critical race theory, per for mance studies, and anthro-
pology, but also journalists, performers, filmmakers, and photog raphers. 
 Because not every one speaks En glish or Spanish or Portuguese in the group, 
we have no shared language, theoretical discourse, skills, life experience, or 
default assumptions to fall back on. This in itself proves extremely product-
ive. It forces us to challenge the colonialist imperative that  others speak our 
language and the fantasy that we understand each other.45 We need to actu-
ally grapple with this age- old prob lem in order to work together. We try to 
articulate what we do and why we do it to  people who cannot fathom what, 
 until then, might have seemed obvious to us. Again, assume nothing. They 
wait patiently as we try to make ourselves understood, just as we try to be 
patient as we grasp what moves them. This pro cess slows us down and forces 
us be attentive. We need to find ways to make common ground.
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No one in our group comes from Chiapas, except a few invited local art-
ists and scholars. We are all outside our comfort zone. We read a significant 
amount of scholarly lit er a ture (in our vari ous languages) to know why Chi-
apas, why colonialism and de-  or anticolonialism, why the Zapatistas (nec-
essary information that I have abbreviated drastically  here), why re sis tance. 
Our pedagogic starting point is  simple. We have to see and do to be able to 
know, but (as our percepticide per for mance made evident) we also need to 
know to be able to see and do. We hope that our presence and interactions 
might allow us to sense at least our role in colonialist scenarios, the prob-
lems  these scenarios pose not just for  others but for ourselves, and challenge 
our accepted ways of seeing, acting, and theorizing. Perceptual shifts occur 
when we alter our environment; when one (or five thousand) sits absolutely 
silently in the dark for ten minutes, our bodies re adjust. Entering through 
the unknown, rather than through the known, requires an act of imagina-
tion, a willingness to accept unaccustomed bodily states, to let go of some 
certainties, some skills, a reassuring sense of self and the self ’s place in the 
world and yes, at times, creature comforts. Every one in the course, simply by 
being  there, had expressed willingness to jump over the fence to accompany 
the Zapatistas, who had jumped over a much higher and more hostile fence 
a long time ago and continue to do so  every day.

Clearly, the balance between scholarly training/discipline and the more 
experiential realm of practice is complex and murky—we often act from a 
position of prior knowledge, and write about what we know, not necessarily 
what we experience. Our colonial archives are full of materials and sources 
based on evidence that no one ever experienced or saw.46 Our post- , anti- , 
and decolonial theorizations often fail to engage directly with  those who 
fight colonialism and discrimination  every day, on the ground. At the same 
time, we understood that we too  were (and are, always) masked, hiding our 
preconceptions and sensibilities  behind a vis i ble willingness to transcend 
them. The challenges abound, but not engaging, Jesusa Rodríguez and I 
agreed, was not an option. One goal might be to transform the mask of ob-
jective observer by engaging in a self- transforming pro cess of participation. 
Our education (and our lives) depends on us developing the capacity to act 
and engage collaboratively, critically, and po liti cally.

We break up into groups and distribute expertise— every group  will have 
someone who speaks at least Spanish or En glish, who knows how to in-
terview, write scholarly essays, and use digital technologies, cameras, and 
video. Collaboration, trustworthiness, accountability, and re spect become 
essential, especially in the areas we  will be  going to. We  will also have to 
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rely on each other to reach our explicit goal— become knowledgeable about 
what is happening in that part of the world and transmit that knowledge 
(sometimes individually, sometimes collectively) into action, using our own 
preferred methods of communication. To do that, we need to become a we. 
In a place like Chiapas, so dislocating for so many of us in so many ways, 
participants tend to form strong affective ties  because we need each other 
to communicate, to accomplish our goals, to enjoy ourselves, and even, at 
times, to survive.

Jesusa Rodríguez starts us off with the pedagogy of stones:

The exercise consists of asking each person to select a stone and bring it 
to the group. I do not specify  either the size or shape; I ask for nothing 
more than a stone.

Once the participants have gathered in a circle, I ask them to display 
their stones so that every one can see them.

The goal of this exercise is to stack one stone on top of another, at-
tempting to reach the greatest height pos si ble— one stone on top of an-
other, and another, and another; that is all.

We all work in silence.
Each participant must place his or her stone on the pile at the right 

time, always respecting the premise of reaching the greatest pos si ble 
height without knocking down what has already been built.

I tell them the fate of the world depends on us building the pile.47

I have participated in Rodríguez’s exercise many times, and have some-
times done the exercise with my own students. Both of us remark on how 
much you can tell about each participant by the manner in which they ap-
proach and carry out the task. The exercise allows us to evaluate if the group 
 will be able to become a collectivity capable of accomplishing its goal. Ro-
dríguez notes that “during the pro cess each participant behaves in a non- 
premeditated manner and  we’ll discover that, in the end, we all approach 
this  simple exercise the same way as we approach every thing in life.”48 The 
way we do this is the way we do every thing.

Did the person remember to bring the stone to the group? If so, what 
kind? Is it even a stone? Some  people grab bits of concrete off the street at the 
last moment. How much care or thought did they put into selecting it and, 
 later, placing it?  Were they patient? Attentive to  others? Showing off? The be-
hav iors during the exercise also prove revealing. During the exercise, some 
 people pace back and forth, trying to master all perspectives. Some want to 
help their classmates and bring extra stones in case someone forgot.  Others 
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scrutinize the pro cess, trying to control the outcome. Did someone place a 
stone in such a way as to make it harder or easier for the person who comes 
next? Some participants rush to place their stone first while  others hesitate, 
standing up to place their stone four and five times before actually  doing 
it. If someone knocks some stones down by  mistake, they have to build the 
tower back up again.

As  people balance their stones, the rest of the group holds its breath, as if 
the fate of the world  really did depend on it (fig. 3.5).

When all the stones have been placed, Rodríguez— also true to form as a 
theatre director— walks around the structure and examines it. Is it sturdy? 
Did the structure bifurcate into two or more connected columns? She makes 
some general remarks about what the structure says about us, as a group. 
If a stone does not actively fulfill its purpose (helping to reach the greatest 
pos si ble height), she kicks it out of the way. No one gets away with leaning a 
stone against the structure or placing it in close proximity. No symbolic con-
tributions. No  free rides in a collaborative proj ect. The chastened participant 
now has to balance the stone on top of the structure that, at this new height, 
poses a far greater challenge.

 After the tower has been declared completed, we all discuss the experi-
ence. Then we proudly celebrate and protect it from mis haps for the dura-
tion of our time together.

3.5  The pedagogy of stones. Olivia Gagnon balances a stone, Chiapas, 2015. photo: 
diana taylor.
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Once while balancing my stone, I accidentally knocked down some in 
the pile. Rodríguez, as usual, asked me put them back up. As I sat, focused, 
she pointed out  later during her remarks, I behaved true to form. While I 
held one stone very gingerly over the pile with my right hand trying to find 
the best way to balance it, I held all the other fallen stones close by in my left 
hand. As I do one  thing, she noted, I always have every thing  else stacked up 
near me waiting its turn. Like landing planes at Kennedy airport. The way 
we do this, she reminds us, is the way we do every thing.

Once, when I was leading the exercise in a major Ivy League university, 
the students placed four large stones on the floor and started to build on 
top of them. When I pointed out  later that the charge had been to build the 
pile as high as pos si ble, they justified their choice not to follow instructions 
(stone on top of stone) by saying that they needed a solid foundation. An-
other time, at a university in the southwest with a large Native and Latinx 
student population, I was stunned when one of the few white students in the 
class went up and purposefully took down the stones her classmates had so 
carefully placed and rebuilt the entire pile by herself. It  didn’t work. At the 
end she gave up, and the exercise remained unfinished. We discussed what 
happened. Every one left unhappy. As Rodríguez says, how  people act during 
the exercise is not premeditated, but it helps us see how much risk we are 
willing to assume, to what degree we are capable of patience and collabora-
tion, how we facilitate or complicate the work of  others, and what kinds of 
worlds we might be capable of building together.

The exercise of the stones, then, offers us a place to work from. The lessons 
learned  there last throughout the course, including the theoretical discus-
sions. How do we speak and listen to each other? Where do our comments 
go in the conversation? Where and when do we place them? Have they been 
chosen with care? Can  others offer their perspectives or do individuals pre-
tend to have mastered them all? Do our words help us achieve our collec-
tive goal? Theory is never enough. A syllabus is not enough. Practice- based 
research needs to be grounded in, and theorized from, practice.

The Zapatistas are of course the experts on practice- based research and 
knowledge learned from centuries of strug gle, though they have diff er ent 
words to describe it. The “speaking and listening” for them “is how true men 
and  women learn to walk.” They  were willing to engage with us as members 
of the civil society they call on to support them and their work. By “en-
gage with us,” however, I refer to the very uneven relationship I have devel-
oped with members of the Zapatista community (particularly in Oventic) 
over the past fifteen or so years. “Uneven” further signals their strategy of 
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inversion— when did white nonindigenous  people ever treat them as equals? 
Now they manage the contact. The relationship, if I can even call it that, is 
not personal— I know very  little about them and they about me. Rather, it’s 
between two wes— they speak from their grounding in Zapatismo, and I 
from my grounding in Mexico, the U.S., Canada, and academia. We both 
mediate between wes. I have gone to that par tic u lar caracol many times, 
very often with my colleagues or gradu ate students, and have spoken with 
vari ous leaders and members of the community. Usually, they have been 
very reticent to talk to us except in the most formal way, structured as a 
meeting with the jbg where the five or so masked leaders take our questions. 
Nothing personal. Totally bureaucratic. You all made the rules of contact 
and exchange, they seem to say, now live by them.

Over the years, due to an introduction made by my colleague Julieta 
Paredes, an Aymara queer feminist indigenous po liti cal and cultural ac-
tivist from Bolivia, I have become friendly with a few Zapatistas. We meet 
for coffee. Unmasked when they leave their caracoles, we can talk and 
walk in a less obtrusive fashion. They have helped me connect with the 
Zapatista communities but always anonymously and indirectly. “Go  here 
at such and such an hour,” one might tell me. “Something in ter est ing  will 
happen.”

So  here we  were, waiting  under the tarp outside the Che Guevara gift 
shop and snack bar that bridges the caracol and the highway. Families of 
indigenous  people steadily came in and moved past us  toward the party. All 
the adults  were masked. While some  people wore Western- type clothing— 
pants and sweatshirts— many of the Mayans  were dressed in the native 
clothing from their vari ous villages. The  women from Chamula wore their 
thick black lambskin skirts and lovely embroidered tops  under thin acrylic 
sweaters in all colors against the cold and rain.  Those from Zinacantán wore 
the beautiful blue and purple tops with large embroidered flowers character-
istic of their village, and  there  were many other patterns from other regions I 
could not identify.49 To this day, the embroidery communicates meaning to 
other indigenous  peoples capable of deciphering them, “hidden transcripts” 
as James  C. Scott calls them, but in textiles.50 Cloth transmits a history. 
Bodily practices and the aesthetics of the everyday, for the Zapatistas, are 
never removed from politics. The sartorial style, especially the pasamonta-
ñas (ski mask) and/or the paleacate (the red bandana) they wear, defines all 
of them as Zapatistas.

 People moved through the gate beside us and proceeded briskly to buy 
food or soft drinks as they headed down to the large congregation area. No 
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alcohol is allowed in any Zapatista community, as decreed by the  Women’s 
Revolutionary Law of 1993.

Our group seemed content to wait, odd for  people in their twenties and 
thirties who had enough social mobility to be in Chiapas— odder still, given 
that we could not distract ourselves with any of our traditional pastimes, 
such as taking photo graphs or looking at our smartphones. The jbg prohib-
its visitors from taking photo graphs without permission, and Oventic (like 
the other caracoles) does not have internet access. The communiqués ema-
nate from elsewhere. So  there was nothing to do but wait. We simply waited.

Reflection Two  Waiting

One reflection that came to me as we waited  there was the degree to which 
what I see and do and feel is already the product of the social systems of 
which I am a part. In that sense, I seldom experience what is  there in any 
unmediated way. Presente at that moment felt very distanced and removed 
from me and my experience. Part may have been the curious looks that 
 people gave us upon entering the caracol—we  were odd specimens indeed. 
Certainly not part of their we. Wikipedia says the pre sent “(or  here and 
now) is the time that is associated with the events perceived directly and in 
the first time, not as a recollection (perceived more than once) or a specula-
tion (predicted, hypothesis, uncertain).”51 I was aware that I was not perceiv-
ing the event directly and felt, rather, full of speculation. I was being  there, 
being with, and yet not, all at the same time. As I looked at the masked  faces, 
I felt the weight of an invisible backpack strapped to my shoulders, bog-
ging me down with Eu ro pean and Euro- American writings on and about 
the face— Levinas, Artaud, Deleuze and Guattari, Butler, Taussig, to name a 
few. Did their ideas illuminate what I was experiencing,  here in the midst of 
hundreds of masked  people  going about the ordinary rituals of a commu-
nal cele bration— announcing themselves as part of the community, easily 
identifying each other, and yet remaining anonymous to us, the outsiders? 
Words and phrases ring in my mind:

“The  human face is an empty force, a field of death,”  little more than 
the “old revolutionary demand for form that has never corresponded to its 
body.”52

“ Faces are not basically individual, they define zones.”53

Nothing clicked. I was overwhelmed by the thousands of eyes looking 
out of the masks, both from the Zapatistas and from the murals that cover 
almost all the communal structures. The eyes took us in, while withholding 
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recognition. Who, or maybe what  were we now, denied mutuality? We  were 
pre sent, wanting to be ¡presente!, but also always (from) elsewhere and ask-
ing for (partial) access. The idea of ¡presente! versus the real ity of being pre-
sent; wet, uncomfortable, wondering what would come next.

3.6–3.7.  Murals in Oventic, 2013. photos: lorie novak.
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This was not the first time the Zapatistas had kept our group waiting. Two 
days  earlier we had visited Oventic during the daytime. We had asked for 
permission two months in advance, accompanied by Xeroxes of every one’s 
passports. When we arrived, two men and a  woman received us at the gate. 
Each was wearing a ski mask on the hot August morning. “Who is in charge?” 
one of them asked. Taken aback, I remembered that Zapatistas regulate their 
interactions between proper authorities,  those permitted to speak on behalf 
of their we. Awkwardly, I asked for every one’s passport, photocopies, and 
the list with every one’s name and country of origin. I handed every thing 
over. This was,  after all, a port of entry. The  woman began painstakingly 
writing down  every name on the list, inquiring about country of origin, and 
about our interest in the community. “Why copy every thing down when 
they have the list?” someone from our group asked. “Mayan technology,” I 
thought, conjuring up Ricardo Domínguez’s words.54  Every country controls 
its data as well as its entrances and exits,  whether it’s launching the Zapatista 
Air Force (paper airplanes with notes flown at government soldiers) or pro-
cessing intelligence through one’s body.55 The administration of information 
 here moved through the body of this very small  woman. Her inquiries  were 
hard for me to understand, and she would repeat them patiently. Spanish 
was not her first language. She prob ably spoke Tsotzil or Tzeltal or Ch’ol or 
Tojolabal. What did I know? Writing, too, required concentrated bodily ef-
fort, judging from her focus in forming the words.  Every so often, one of the 
men would run the new sheets down the hill.

We sat on the rocks or hard ground, stood, walked about, bought  water 
from the Che Guevara snack bar, talked, and basked in the sun. We watched 
 people go down the road on foot or in trucks, buses, on burros. From the 
gate, we could see the extraordinary murals painted on the school house 
opposite the highway from the caracol (see fig. 3.1). The girl’s face is masked 
by an open book, scholarship as activism. The spine reads: “Autonomous 
education constructs diff er ent worlds where many worlds fit, true worlds 
with truths.” Her eyes look straight at us, neither pleading nor accusatory 
but directly, tú a tú (one to one). Her hair holds Zapatista symbols such as 
the snail, a heart on wings, a person on a small boat, stars. We looked at the 
small wooden and cement buildings that line both sides of the straight long 
road on the steep hillside. On the left of the gate, blocked from the road by a 
 table, a few Zapatistas standing guard, the colorful snack bar. On the right, 
past a small brick fortification, a blue wooden building with Diego River-
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aesque murals of the Mexican Revolution painted on it contained artisanal 
items for sale, produced by a  woman’s cooperative.56 Next door, a plain con-
crete building  housed the Oficina de Mujeres por la Dignidad (Office of 
 women for dignity). The low heavy clouds gathering in the valley made it 
hard to see farther down the steep incline.

 After two and a half hours, we  were invited to enter. No one complained. 
We  were  there to try to understand re sis tance, and the Zapatistas knew 
all about durational per for mance. They have been waiting for a very long 
time. Patience is their bomb, as the journalist put it.  Because they act col-
lectively, not just individually, they have outlasted their individual tormen-
tors. Presidents and state governors come and go, and the Zapatistas are still 
 there. The authorities might fantasize about outlasting the Zapatistas, but 
“in spite of the hunger, the illnesses, and the exhaustion . . .   every morning 
they discovered that the Zapatistas  were still protesting.”57 While the pre-
supposition is that re sis tance entails action, as importantly, we  were learn-

3.8  Photo of Main Street in Oventic, 2013. photo: lorie novak.
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ing, it entails patience, quietude.  There is stillness in presence. For all the 
aspirational action- packed potential of ¡Presente!, it’s actually about all its 
other meanings as well, accompaniment, honoring one’s companions and 
surroundings, re sis tance, stubbornness, endurance, and seemingly endless 
 labor. We, who came racing from the realm of instantaneous time and open 
access that characterizes globalization,  stopped: we do not always control 
the time, space, and conditions of our actions. If we wait long enough, we 
might learn. Another lesson from the Zapatistas.

Stop
Pause
Reflect
It’s hard to unlearn.

Now, on that rainy night two days  later, the wait seemed longer. I began 
to won der if we would be refused entrance to the party. I started feeling the 
heaviness of my administrative charge as group leader (faculty of rec ord, 
in the language of the acad emy). What if they  didn’t let us in? What would 
we do? Where was my Plan B, my bag of tricks, my handful of stones at the 
ready?  Every caracol has a “do not admit” list, but we knew from our  earlier 
visit that no one in our group was on it. We’d get in, I reassured myself—we 
just had to wait. As before, we understood the politics of waiting, and we 
experienced, yet again, the reversal in terms of control, access, and time. 
The Zapatistas have the authority. This is their land; we are the visitors. We 
awaited permission.

For a population as subjugated as the Mayas have been in Chiapas, this 
was a notable reversal. Fifty years ago, indigenous  people (who made up 
25  percent of the state’s population),  were not allowed to walk on the side-
walks of San Cristóbal or enter the banks. They  were treated like animals. 
Worse even.  Women and  children can still be seen carry ing heavy bundles 
of wood on their backs, to spare the burros. Young girls can be sold or bar-
tered away. Even now, if a young girl or  woman is raped, all is excused if the 
rapist marries her. The  woman, of course, may not agree, but she is never 
consulted. All of this is officially tolerated in the name of tradition. Except by 

 3.9  Alexei Taylor, Footprints Standing, 2019.
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the Zapatistas. Comandanta Esther, the first indigenous  woman to address 
the Mexican legislature in 2001, said, “We know which are the good uses of 
‘tradition’ and which the bad.”58 They reject the patriarchal and racist under-
pinnings of some traditions. The Zapatistas mandated equality. Even standing 
at the entrance to the caracol, the comportment of Zapatista  women entering 
the space made it clear that  here  women  were treated as equals, although they 
continued to bear the enormous domestic burdens of their foremothers.

 After thirty minutes or so, which seemed such a long time that eve ning, 
we  were granted admission and started our way down the hill.

A young Zapatista  woman wearing her traditional clothing, her mask, 
and plastic shoes led us quickly and silently down the hill in the dark rain. 
The  music reverberated from the loudspeakers. All the buildings that lined 
the road  were open to serve the visitors. Plastic tarps outfitted with faint 
lightbulbs dotted the long road down. Wet wooden benches tottered close 
to the long  tables covered with baskets of food. She scampered down the 
hill, and we all got dispersed in the rain, rushing to keep up. It was so dark I 
could barely see to walk. I was looking at the ground, afraid of falling, trying 
to follow the  woman through the very dark night of the Mayan highlands. 
The slippery rocks of the steep hillside seemed treacherous to me with a long 
history of falling. My illusions of being able to be with, and to be in place, 
of We- making, evaporated as I turned on the flashlight on my smartphone. 
That moment of feeling utterly vulnerable and ridicu lous never fades when 
thinking about ¡presente! We can never be presentes in the same way.

At last (some ten minutes  later?), our guide came to a stop at the school-
house in the far lower field of the caracol. You’ll sleep  here, she indicated. 
Someone had told her we  were having a sleepover, an idea we had discussed 
with a Zapatista friend and discarded  because of the weather. Had he told 
her? Is that what had taken so long, preparing a room for us? We thanked 
her, knowing that most of us would prob ably be heading back to San Cris-
tóbal that same night.

We all walked slowly back  toward the party. If my friend  were at the party, 
I would not have recognized him, masked now in the caracol. I would have 
to wait for him to come up to us. Again, recognition could never be mutual 
 here— I would always be legible as a guera, gringa, and non- Zapatista.  Here 
he was invisible to me.

The heavy rains had washed out the road that just two days  earlier had 
been so nicely packed with gravel.  After the rains, the Zapatistas would start, 
once more, to fix it. Vendors  were nursing fires to heat enormous aluminum 
pots of  water and grills to cook corn on the cob, which they sold topped with 
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mayonnaise, grated cheese, and chili. Some sold hot corn- based atoles and 
other nourishing drinks and stews.  People crowded around small stands to 
buy tacos and tamales. Pyramids of soft drinks lined the outer perimeters 
of makeshift  tables. Mexico ranks top in per capita consumption of sugary 
soft drinks in the world. Not surprisingly, diabetes is the leading cause of 
death.59 The caracol, so empty two days before, now had thousands of  people 
milling around in the dark and pouring rain.  Children— the second or third 
generation born into Zapatismo— played in puddles, laughing and  running 
around chasing each other among all the  people waiting for the ceremony to 
start. Only a few  people looked as if they could be the foreign visitors who 
had come to the escuelita.

Our feet soaked with  water and mud, we made our way  toward the main 
basketball court, the scene of the assembly. I looked down, worried about my 
shoes. Vicki Patishtan, a Chamulan friend and colleague of many years, was 
wearing her small black plastic sandals. “ Aren’t your feet getting soaked?” I 
asked her, peering down past her broad black lambskin skirt. “It  doesn’t  matter.” 
She smiled. “I wear  these all the time.” I understood, again for the first time, 
how diff er ent her sense of the rain was from mine. Rain was not a bother, just 
a natu ral part of life. Her feet had no prob lem getting wet. Her shoes would not 
even have to dry out— she could just wipe them with a cloth. This was simply 
part of her environment. Nothing to talk about. The rain muted the sound. 
Over the loudspeakers we could hear a soft male voice making announcements 
in the vari ous indigenous languages. Some words, bases de apoyo (grassroots 
supporters) and bueno, kept cropping up in all languages. When it was time to 
speak in Spanish, I realized he was inviting us all to gather in the cancha— the 
basketball court. The official part of the cele bration was about to begin.

The cancha was lined on one side with a covered platform and an enor-
mous Mexican flag tacked to the wall. Beside it hung a much smaller black 
flag with ezln in red letters around a central five- pointed red star. The flag 
of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, like its real- life counter-
part, stood proudly and defiantly next to its mammoth neighbor. The wide 
expanse of space around the cancha was all  water and mud as the rain con-
tinued to pour down. Every one gathered quietly, expectantly. One of the 
first speakers to take the microphone joked, “We Zapatistas have to resist 
every thing, even the weather.” But no one was leaving. Families shifted to-
gether  under large colored tarps to get a better view.

The official ceremony began when a long line of civic representatives 
from the vari ous Zapatista communities walked briskly and silently down 
the hill and onto the platform— about thirty or forty men and  women 
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dressed in traditional indigenous dress. White and black sheepskin tunics 
for men, depending on their place or origin and status; they wore their straw 
hats with colorful ribbons hanging from them over their ski masks. On their 
feet, huaraches, the leather, open- toed sandals with rubber bottoms made 
from worn- out tires.  Women wore the skirts and embroidered blouses of 
their region, and the black plastic sandals. Then several Zapatistas marched 
with the Mexican and ezln flags around the courtyard and stood firmly in 
place. The opening ceremony emphasized the armed- struggle nature of the 
movement, though it had been nearly twenty years since the Zapatistas had 
taken up weapons. Yet the E of ezln stands for ejercito, or army. The L and N 
defined it as a national liberation movement— not just indigenous. The ezln 
wanted to provide an example of demo cratic pro cess and good government 
for Mexico as a  whole, but the E reminded us of the stakes.  Those who refuse 
to recognize the power of the state need to be prepared to fight and even die. 
Following that, the national anthem came over the loudspeakers, and young 
Zapatistas raised their arms in military salute. They too are mexicanos al 
grito de guerra (Mexicans at the cry of war— Mexico’s belligerent national 
anthem). The open ceremony was all about military gestures as someone or-
dered them to stand at attention, firmes. The military  music was as loud and 
grating  here as anywhere. But clearly, the  battle  wasn’t with Mexico— every 
act repeated their love for their country. Their fight was against the national 
bad government and po liti cal parties that had once and again broken trea-
ties and betrayed indigenous rights.

Reflection Three  Good and Bad Governments

The entrance to the rebel territory marks the line between two intercon-
nected po liti cal systems; both performatic, both masked. The Zapatistas’ 
po liti cal proj ect, I saw for the first time, was not indigenous in form or con-
tent—it was the age- old strug gle for good government. On one side was 
the bad, neoliberal government characterized by vio lence, corruption, and 
greed. The other was good in that it examined the basic mechanisms of exist-
ing power (not as a  thing one has but a practice of social relations, i.e., power 
over) and asked: Who exerts it? Who decides? Who gets left out? They then 
transformed  those practices and relationships into their core princi ples:

1 Participatory assemblies (“the  people decide”)
2 Nondiscrimination (Zapatismo is nonnormative. While long exploited 

as Indígenas, their strategy refuses identity politics—be it ethnic, racial, 
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religious, gender, sexual, class, linguistic.60 This is not about being but, 
again, about  doing, joining the strug gle for indigenous rights.)

3 Collaboration (“Para Todos, Todo. Para Nosotros, Nada.” Zapatismo 
acknowledges that individuals cannot do it alone; they exist as part of 
a collective: solos no podemos.)

But both are governments. Both love the pomp and ceremony and rites 
of passage. Re sis tance  here does not mean a rejection of government or 
a proposed outside to the po liti cal. If anything, as Marcos told the newly 
elected president Ernesto Zedillo in the mid-1990s, “We [the Zapatistas] 
are your other; your Siamese opposite. In order for us to dis appear, you 
must dis appear as well.”61 Zapatismo and armed re sis tance are the inevita-
ble response to centuries of bad government. They refuse to cede the notion 
of government to the self- serving po liti cal parties. They  will not be othered. 
They do not accept that they, as the government sees them, are the prob lem. 

3.10  Junta del Buen Gobierno, Oventic, 2013. photo: lorie novak.



p r o o f

94 Chapter  Three

They acknowledge the historical/po liti cal  causes of their marginalization 
while managing the effects and affects. They directly confront the vio lence 
of nonrecognition shown them for centuries. The enforced silencing gets 
enacted through their massive  silent marches. In contrast to the ste reo-
type of the immobile Indian, static in time and place, the Zapatistas are 
on the move, silently, tenaciously. Their imposed anonymity is performed 
through their power ful masks. They call attention to the mask as one more 
in a complex system of masking. Politicians disguise themselves and their 
deeds  behind imperatives of the state.62 When delegates from the Mexican 
government refused to negotiate with the Zapatistas  unless they removed 
their masks, the Zapatistas answered, “But the state is always masked.”63 At 
least, the Zapatistas said, they knew they  were masked.64 Official recogni-
tion is based on a politics of faciality that produces, rather than represents, 
its interlocutors: Indians. This forcing into presence as faceless  others an-
nuls the possibility for  human interaction. The face, Levinas insists, signals 
 human vulnerability and makes moral demands on  others.65 The Mexican 
state, however, came into being ignoring the humanity and moral demands 
of the indigenous  peoples. The Zapatistas are beyond demanding; they re-
fuse to show their  faces.

The animative and performatic force of  these gestures resonates nation-
ally and internationally— the only reason most of them are alive  today. Hav-
ing refused interpolation into the Mexican state, the Zapatistas have taken 
over the functions associated with state systems— health care, education, 
management of resources, the self- defense and control of its territory. To 
hell with the tactics of the weak! They claim the strategy, the propre, the 
proper, the space and time that belong to them, which, as de Certeau puts 
it, “serves as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from 
it.”66 They command and utter the performatives, and control the conven-
tion within which they function happily. They decide who enters their terri-
tory, when, and  under what circumstances. Having handed over our papers 
and been granted permission to proceed, we entered into their time zone.

Reflection Four  Ethos

While the strug gle to form a good government is not indigenous, the value 
system through which that strug gle generates strength most certainly is. 
One fundamental part of the Mayan (and Mesoamerican more broadly) 
worldview rests on the constant anticipation of extinction. As opposed to 
Brian Massumi’s ontopower that compellingly maps out the military logic of 
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preemption— act now to ward off  future hostile action— that he claims de-
fines Western ontologies, ancient Mesoamericans subscribed to the cosmol-
ogy that located them in the fifth sun, the four previous ones having been 
destroyed. Thus, they live with the memory of past annihilation and the an-
ticipation that the fifth, like previous suns,  will come to an unhappy end. The 
strug gle for survival  will never be over. As Comandanta Ramona put it, “For 
all intents and purposes, we  were already dead,” but now with colonialist and 
neo co lo nial ist vio lence overlaid on a cosmological order. Instead of a pre-
emptive vision, this might be called a reactive version of necropolitics now 
waged by the victims themselves, an ethnic group condemned to death and 
fighting on from the grave.67 What to do when  there is nothing to be done, 
and  doing nothing is not an option? Keep death in check. Zigzag. Fight to 
the death, from the place of death, for justice, dignity, and a life worth living.

Additionally, the Zapatistas inhabit the age- old Mesoamerican system 
of equivalences, deep- rooted connectivity, and mutual recognition. Nature, 
 humans and animals, and the universe are united by a cosmic lifeblood that 
pumps energies throughout the entire system. Movement (Y- olli), heart (Y- 
ollo-tl), and life (Yoliliztli)  were all aspects of each other for the Aztecs.68 
For the Maya, as Juan López Intzín (Xuno López) tells us, O’tan (heart) “also 
becomes the space and center of incorporation of everyday experiences for 
 people, the source and matrix of sabers and culturally situated knowledge.”69 
 Every aspect of existence— from biological organ, to consciousness, to cos-
mic movement, to life itself— deeply interconnects with the  others.

The animated system eludes Deleuze and Guattari’s compartmentaliza-
tion of systems based on the botanical distinction between the arborescent 
(the tree with its roots and leaves) and the rhizomatic (that has no roots 
but works through networks).70 The former is ancestral and slow, the  later 
adaptive, flexible, and networked. For the Zapatistas, the slow, the ancestral, 
sustains the adaptive, flexible, and fast. The Zapatista rebellion, founded on 
ancient beliefs, is called the “first postmodern revolution.”71

 Humans, corn, snails, mountains, rain, and so on each have their ch’ulel, 
the animation and interconnectedness of all  things,  human and nonhuman. 
A Zapatista colleague of mine, inspired by Juan López Intzín, explains that 
“ch’ulel refers to the life in every thing. It’s the presence that constructs and 
completes every thing that exists in the universe and that gives it its impor-
tance.” Maffie adds that ch’ulel also signals “vitality” and has a dimension of 
the sacred.72 “Ich’el ta muk” recognizes the greatness of the other, its dignity 
and grandeur. Mesoamericans started developing corn ten thousand years 
ago and they are, in turn, the  people of corn. Monsanto (as I explore in 
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chapter 9)  will grow genet ically modified corn, but it  will kill corn’s ch’ulel. 
Such corn  will become one more dead  thing in the cap i tal ist production of 
dead  things. Ya Basta! Enough! The challenge is “how to create a world based 
on mutual recognition of  human dignity, on the formation of social relations 
which are not power relations,” writes Holloway, an impor tant interlocutor 
for the Zapatistas.73

 There is no word for “I” in Mesoamerican languages. A Zapatista col-
league told me, “The ‘I’ is a collective ‘I.’ But when we talk about the collec-
tive ‘I,’ we put interaction as a condition. All the ele ments of an interaction 
are the singularities, the personalities.”74 They affirm the concept of an in-
clusive we, a nosotros that dialogues with other nosotros, other groups 
of  peoples able to represent themselves. In our meaning- making systems we 

3.11  ¡Ya Basta!, 2013. photo: diana taylor.
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might imagine this as one group of occupiers from, say, Occupy Wall Street 
in New York discussing with other Occupy groups— other wes that have 
been collectively and autonomously or ga nized.

The caracol, as a social formation, enacts the system of equivalences. 
The snail, for the Maya, was the glyph for zero. It symbolized birth, re-
birth, and fertility, as well as confinement (coming from the womb) and 
female sexual organs.75 Snails move directly through the earth, epitomizing 
rearguard theory, the knowledge that “flies at low altitude . . .  stuck to the 
body.”76 Zapatistas honor the slow and steady pace of the snail, the patience 
and expenditure required for all  doing. Snails carry their homes with them; 
their paintings and sayings encapsulate an entire worldview. The snail shell 
serves as the design layout for their communal lands that spiral open from 
the tight administrative centers. The snail both encloses and exposes— it’s a 
both a door and a win dow that enable and regulate contact with the outside 
world.77

The Zapatistas retell the oral history:

They say  here that the most ancient say that the even more ancient 
said that the first  people on  these lands appreciated the snail. They say 
that they said that the snail represents the entering into the heart . . .  and 
they say that they said that it also represents a coming out of the heart 
to walk in the world. Not only that, they say that they said that the snail 
named the collective, so that the word could go from one to another giv-
ing birth to accord. They also say that they said that the snail helped the 
ear to hear the most distant word. That’s what they say they said. I  don’t 
know. I walk holding your hand and I show you what my ear sees and 
what my eyes hear.78

Images of snails, often wearing humorous Zapatista masks, make their 
way into most of the murals, paintings, and textiles, just as they dominate 
Mesoamerican iconography (fig. 3.12). The snail, some argue, is the “proto-
type of the stepped fret,” a “peculiar” spiral form that “unites symmetry with 
asymmetry.”79

The unassuming snail represents war in the classical Maya glyphs, the 
war the Mayans have long waged against colonial and imperialist masters 
and, now, their bankers (Chase Manhattan made the elimination of the 
Zapatistas precondition for a bailout  after the economic disaster precipi-
tated by nafta in 1995).80  Here then is rearguard theory in action. The slow, 
steady movement, the staying close to the ground, the tenacity and humility 
needed for the long walk.
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Reflection Five  WE

At that point in the cele bration, an unnamed  woman, identified only as a 
member of the Junta del Buen Gobierno, addressed the crowd in Spanish: 
“Compañeras, compañeros, hermanas y hermanos de la sociedad civil, na-
cional e internacional.” Ever since the Zapatista uprising, as noted, gender 
parity has become central to the movement. This is reflected not only in all 
governing roles, official positions, and educational practices, but in the very 
language. No masculine ending word stands without its feminine counter-
part, hermanas y hermanos. Increasingly, the gender- neutral hermanxs wel-
comes gender- nonconforming  people into the fold. The compañera from 
the jbg spoke of the strug gles the movement has endured over the years: “It 
 hasn’t been easy,” she admitted, “ these ten years of practice and building our 
autonomy. . . .  It  hasn’t been easy for many reasons, such as the lack of expe -
rience or lack of training in governing and self- governing.”81 But the need for 
re sis tance continued, she made clear, confronted as they  were by a govern-
ment that continued to deny them rights and liberty and that wanted to take 
their lands. The Zapatistas, she said, persevere in learning how to resist and 
work for democracy, though the fruits of the strug gle  will not be vis i ble in 
their lifetime. Again, a politics of life fought from a place of death for a  future 
they  will never see. The compañera asked  people of good heart and good  will 
that compose civil society to support their strug gle.

Is she referring to us?
Who is being invoked and asked to support? What would supporting 

mean?
Most of the communications from the Zapatistas since 1994 have been 

addressed to “ brothers and  sisters” from Mexico and “ people of the world.” 
The strug gle for peace, justice, democracy, and dignity, they remind us 
again and again, is not theirs alone. Those who aspire to the same values in 
civil society must resist the temptation and the “obvious comfort of  doing 
nothing— that of sitting and waiting to observe, that of applauding or boo-

 3.12  Snail. Image by Jesusa Rodríguez. Courtesy  
 of the artist.
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ing the actors.”82 “ Brothers and  sisters of other races and languages, of other 
colors, but with the same heart, now protect our light, and in it drink of the 
same fire.”83

Supporting, then, does not mean donning a mask and  going to live in the 
highlands of Chiapas. As Ricardo Dominguez puts it, “It  wasn’t ‘every body 
come to Chiapas, become armed and let us take over Mexico.’ They  were 
asking, ‘what are the qualities of Neoliberalism in your space, how do you 
function in and contest that space, not by mimicking us, but by mimicking 
the question.’ ”84

Of course some Euro- Americans and mestizos have chosen to join the 
Zapatistas— the Sup is only the most obvious example. They live full time 
in Zapatista territory and follow community rules; this is the level of com-
mitment required if one wants to be a Zapatista.  There are many surround-
ing communities closely aligned with Zapatismo where  people continue to 
drink alcohol or ignore other Zapatista rules. cidesi: University of the Earth, 
the Zapatista- inspired university in San Cristóbal, offers po liti cal training 
to local youth as well as specialized programs in needed skills— sustainable 
agriculture, land rights, and so on. Furthermore, many Zapatista- aligned in-
tellectuals, activists, and artists live all over the world. None of  these are rec-
ognized as Zapatistas by the Zapatistas themselves, and they cannot speak 
in their name. Other allies go to the vari ous communities and help out by 
painting murals, providing medical help, working in the educational or ag-
ricultural proj ects, and so on.

 There is certainly work to be done, and the Zapatistas  will accept help 
when and if it suits them. Friends of mine who have worked in the comuni-
dades have felt hurt when the Zapatistas shut their doors to outsiders. They 
too need to wait if they choose to engage.  Others accompany the Zapatistas 
po liti cally, to make sure that the government does not exterminate them. 
They hear and honor the call: “ Don’t abandon us,  brothers and  sisters. . . .  
 Don’t leave us to ourselves.  Don’t let this have been in vain.”85  Others still 
contribute by taking up Zapatista initiatives and continuing the strug gle 
for  human and environmental rights in their own way. Their strategy, as 
Dominguez suggests, insists on the politics of the question: how does neo-
liberalism affect us and how can we fight against it? The Zapatistas eschew 
the politics of the answer; they  will not lead, as they told us, except perhaps 
by example: “We do not want and cannot take the place that some want us 
to take, the place from where emanate all opinions, all routes, all answers, 
all truths; we  will not do it.”86 Finding common cause means that all the 
wes act in their/our own way, from their/our own positions and terrains. 
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It’s up to us. Many social justice movements have started as a result of the 
Zapatistas. Some of them are the hundreds of small po liti cal collectives, art 
groups,  women’s rights groups, and other initiatives that demand justice and 
a life with dignity that sprang up  after 1994. We  didn’t know we had the right 
to demand rights before then, says one of the cofound ers of Tzome Ixuk, an 
indigenous  women’s group in Las Margaritas, Chiapas.87  Others had a global 
reach. The First International Meeting for Humanity and against Neoliberal-
ism was followed by a second in Prague. Some of  these activists went on to 
found the World Social Forum to create a global movement. And on and on 
from  there.

The Zapatistas, I understood in one more of the temporal inversions I 
experienced with them, are not the past— they’re our  future; their disenfran-
chisement is an impending condition for the majority of the  people living in 
the world  today; their re sis tance is our lesson and our hope. It’s not just our 
indigenous colleagues fighting neoliberalism in Standing Rock in the Dako-
tas, or the Zapatistas in Chiapas. Every one who belongs to the 99.9  percent 
is losing rights to  water, land, education, health care, and a dignified liveli-
hood. We all need to learn how to fight for a good government. I recognize 
that I am ill equipped, but I understand the urgency, and I’m  running as best 
I can to keep up with them.

 After the compañera finished addressing us in Spanish, another member 
of the jbg from another region took the microphone and delivered the same 
speech in Tzeltal. When he was done, another delivered it in Tsotzil. The 
speeches, incomprehensible to me, seemed interminable in the downpour. 
I strained to recognize words and grew impatient. This is so redundant, I 
caught myself thinking. I knew what they  were saying  because I’d heard it 
in Spanish. Why was I standing  there? The relational bonds established by 
language, by the sounds now in Tzeltal, now in Tsotsil, melted into zones 
of indecipherability; hearing did not equal meaning. Being an audience, 
etymologically “within hearing,” did not always re spect the reciprocity con-
veyed by its definition, the “formal hearing or reception, opportunity of 
being heard.”88

I looked down at my wet feet and ruined shoes in dismay.
Stop
Pause
Reflect
I have a lot to learn about solidarity and ich’el ta muk, about patience, 

slowness, stillness, and about rearguard theory. Another lesson in per for-
mance pedagogy.
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Soon the speeches  were over and the flags  were marched ceremoniously 
out of the central space. The next few minutes  were all vivas! Long live! 
Viva the Escuelita Zapatista! Viva la sexta nacional e internacional! Viva 
la sociedad civil nacional e internacional! Viva! The vivas! got louder and 
louder as we reached “Viva las bases de apoyo zapatistas! Viva el subcoman-
dante insurgente Marcos! Viva el subcomandante insurgente Moisés! Viva 
el comité clandestino revolucionario indígena! Viva el Ejercito Zapatista de 
Liberación Nacional! Viva! Viva Chiapas! Viva México!” Life, in the face 
of so much death. Joyous  music started up to loud clapping. Soon, all the 
representatives marched silently off the podium, the long line of  women 
and men walking single file, one  after another, in their fine indigenous cere-
monial clothing. They moved very quickly, though formally, through the 
pouring rain up the long road to the entrance of the caracol. The  music, 
tinny and brassy corridos set to polka- type beats, was discordant. Corri-
dos, ballads associated with popu lar oral cultures telling of heroic, antiau-
thoritarian exploits,  were ironically set to the polka brought to Mexico by 
French invaders in the nineteenth  century. Invasion and re sis tance, clash-
ing chords and harmony, zigzag, all formed part of the noisy, celebratory, 
underdog ideology.

Then the dancing started— the  music came on over the speakers and an 
emcee called  people onto the basketball court, now the dance floor.  Couples 
and individuals came out with black plastic tarps over their heads, ski masks 
covering their  faces, and moved slowly, rhythmically to the  music. Members 
from our group joined in, dancing happily in the com pany of Zapatistas who 
had opened space for them.

So, to return to the Zapatistas’ question: What  were we  doing  there? 
 Those receptive to Moisés’s summons became a we by attending. we did 
not become one we with the Zapatistas, suddenly transformed through con-
tact.  There was curiosity and ner vous ness on all sides. Yet this performa-
tive gesture— the invitation and the acceptance— initiated a dialogue among 
 these vari ous wes, one that protects the Zapatistas from extermination, but 
that guides and animates us as well. They have successfully turned their 
backs on capitalism and the degrading and exploitative relationships among 
 humans, animals, plants, and nature broadly that it promotes— and found 
another way of living. Their vision, “another world is pos si ble,” “a world 

 3.13  Alexei Taylor, Standing, 2019.
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where  there is room for many worlds, a world that can be one and diverse,” is 
performed through their commitment to communal decision making, gen-
der equality, sexual diversity, practice- based education (that develops a criti-
cal consciousness among other topics and skills), environmentally sustain-
able land use, and food sovereignty. They transmit their practices through 
multiple venues, every thing from their local schools and practices to the 
international escuelitas that teach and inspire activists currently involved in 
all sorts of environmental and food initiatives.89 The Zapatistas invite us to 
align ourselves with a politics, a sustainable practice, without the extractivist 
impulse to appropriate their knowledges and cosmovision. As Xuno López 
says, it is by “continuing to learn together in a collective manner, respecting 
our differences, that we can create other pos si ble routes, and other pos si ble 
solutions to the disease of individualisms that capitalism has encrusted in 
our hearts.”90 Many of us need practice in this kind of learning.

we also serves as the vital third part of the apparent binary established 
by the good and bad governments, the civil society that in part determines 
who lives and who dies. Systems produce vulnerability, and other systems, 
networks, and equivalencies can be mobilized to offset some of the debilitat-
ing effects and affects. I have come to “listen and learn,” as Marcos good- 
naturedly asked of us, but I know too how much I have to unlearn in order 
to listen and learn.91

3.14  Alexei Taylor, Dancing, 2019.
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The rain, the mud, the poverty do not seem to quell or challenge the 
pride, dignity, or determination of the Zapatistas. According to accounts 
they cite, Zapatista communities have achieved higher standards of health 
and education than other indigenous communities in Mexico. But Chiapas is 
still, twenty years  later, the poorest state in the nation. It has more in equality 
now than then, and higher rates of illiteracy.92 Carlos Monsivais accompa-
nied the Zapatistas on their 2001 March for Dignity and noted that given the 
discrimination in Mexico, the obvious and indisputable call for education, 
food, health, and land seems utopic.93 The more the Zapatistas move forward, 
the farther the utopian ideals of social justice seem to get away from them. 
But they keep moving. My guess, sitting  there with my invisible backpack 
stuffed with more materials, was that the Zapatistas’ palpable sense of dignity 
offsets many hardships. They control their territory. As they had shown us, 
they make their own decisions and rules.  Those who seek to interact with 
them need to abide by them. When they allow or invite us to enter their 
space, they are hoping for uptake. They ask us to shoulder the strug gle against 
neoliberalism and discriminatory politics in our own arenas. They ask that 
we act as witnesses and transmitters of their existence, their re sis tance strate-
gies, and their worldview. Yet their worldview is ample and complex, as seen 
in speeches, their murals, and interactions. The  whole world seems to be 
represented in the caracoles, even though the Zapatistas fight to stay put: 
 here a flag from the Basque country,  here a photo of a Marcos mural in Bel-
fast, the rainbow flag, a condom wearing a Zapatista mask. I say worldview 
rather than ideology  because the Zapatistas are pragmatists, not ideologues. 
As the eve ning cele bration shows, all indigenous  peoples committed to re sis-
tance against the bad government are welcome— regardless of the religious, 
linguistic, and regional tensions that often separate the groups. Indigenous 
Catholics, Evangelicals, even Muslims who are fighting each other through-
out the state are dancing together  here. And so  were we, the nonindigenous 
guests, the many who had responded to the invitation.

And all night and throughout the week, the Mexican Air Force buzzed 
the caracoles, just in case we had forgotten that they could.

Avanzo un metro, se aleja un metro
Avanzo dos metros, se aleja dos metros
Avanzo diez metros, se aleja diez metros
Sé que nunca lo alcanczaré
Sé que una utopía
Que es un sueño
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Entonces . . .
¿Para qué sirven los sueños, las utopías?
Para avanzar!
(Painted on the wall in Oventic, Chiapas)

I move forward a meter and it moves away a meter
I move forward two meters, and it moves away two meters
I move forward ten meters, and it moves away ten meters
I know I  will never catch up
I know it’s a utopia
That it’s a dream
So
What good are dreams? Utopias?
To keep us moving forward!
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In the photo graph, we see her, a diminutive  woman, standing naked as a 
backhoe methodically crashes down, digging a hole in the earth all the way 
around her (fig. 4.1). In the video we hear the grinding machine before we 
see it. The  giant claw crashes down, grabs massive mouthfuls of earth, gy-
rates jerkily, noisily, and throws them to the side, gyrates wildly back, closer 
and closer to her small body. The hole gets deeper. The machine groans, and 
buzzes, and smashes just  behind, in front, or to the side of her.

She stands still, looking into the distance, her hair braided down her thin 
back, her hands resting on her thighs.  There is nothing erotic about her. 
Resolutely nonglamorous, her body refuses to transmit a promise of plea-
sure. Rather, it bears signs of wounding. What’s that on her right leg? She 
seems to have a scar right above her pubis.

The simplicity and the power of the piece are impressive. The frail  human 
body seems both central and incidental. The tenacious materiality of the 
earth, so green and rich, crumbles  under the claw. Gentle gusts of wind push 
her hair onto her face. She stands  silent, rooted like a tree. She may as well be 
a tree or a rock, an indistinguishable form of materiality that obstructs the 
machine. Her face impassive, her eyes open, blinking but never flinching. 
She breathes deeply, as if she  were trying to stay calm. But we see the muscles 
contracting in her neck.

She sees it, and registers it, and does not collapse or falter. The “it” is her 
certain death in the ensuing demolition— the backhoe that lurches closer, 
the pit that opens wider and deeper in front of her. Aside from the painful 
vulnerable materiality of her body, she has only attitude, the slightly defiant 
show of  human dignity and resolve in the face of devastation. She may be a 
part of the material world  under siege, but as a  human she nonetheless clings 
to the part of her humanity that distinguishes her from trees and rocks. ¡Pre-
sente! her attitude demonstrates. The unspoken mandate: Get out of the way! 
Dis appear! is met with stillness, a  silent animative of refusal. You’ll have to 
dis appear me. ¡Presente!,  here, as an act of re sis tance in the face of obliterat-
ing power, resonates like a mute war cry. ¡Presente! but absolutely isolated. 
The machine seems intractable and inhuman, as if it  were simply  doing its 
job of digging up the land she just happens to be standing on. But we can 
see a man at the controls. Presente, always to, with, and among  others, even 
when that other hides its face.

4.1 (overleaf)  Regina  
José Galindo, Earth, 2013.  
courtesy of the artist.
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The gnashing mechanical noise deafens and invades. Yet her body re-
mains absolutely still. The per for mance is all about proportion and scale, the 
smallness of the  human, the vulnerability of the earth, the magnitude of the 
crime. In contrast to the relentless, lurching, mechanized vio lence, the coun-
tryside has been domesticated. Swaths of the tall grass have been cut. We see 
a fence and  behind it, a  house. The material supports of life over  there seem 
intact. Occasionally, a car drives by in the distance. It’s all so civilized. Life 
apparently goes on.

The only  thing that moves is the enormous backhoe jerking back and 
forth. Even the camera moves minimally. The close-up fades into a wide- 
angle shot and back in again. Increasingly insulated, she soon stands aban-
doned on a tiny island of earth. The pit is now many meters deep, and it’s 
clear that she can never get out. It’s simply a question of time. Regina José 
Galindo’s live per for mance lasts an hour and a half; the video of the per for-
mance runs about thirty- five minutes.

Where are we? Where is the spectator, the witness, the bystander, the 
activist who might intervene?

�
“How did they kill  people?” the prosecutor asked.

“First, they would tell the machine operator to dig a pit. Then trucks full 
of  people parked in front of the Pine, and one by one the  people came for-
ward. They  didn’t shoot them. Often they would pierce them with bayonets. 
They would rip their chests apart with bayonets and take them to the pit. 
When the pit was full, the metal shovel would drop on the bodies.”1

Between March 1982 and August 1983, Efraín Ríos Montt’s military dic-
tatorship in Guatemala enacted a scorched- earth policy against its Mayan 
population. In addition to disposing of  humans as if they  were merely 
 things, indistinguishable from other  matter, they destroyed the material 
basis for their survival.  Under the code name Victoria 82, the army exter-
minated Maya Ixil communities and destroyed their livestock, their crops, 
and their sacred corn seeds, their living link to their past. The Mayas are, 
 after all, the  people of corn. Their fate is bound to that of their land. They 
demolished men,  women,  children, and even fetuses— “the seed that must 
be killed”— the Maya’s hope for the  future.2 Genocide, another form of pre-
emptive vio lence, creates the “ruins yet to come.”3 Time pre sent and time 
past lead to eradication of time  future; genocide is the permanently pre sent, 
in this scenario. The trial court found that,  under Ríos Montt’s rule,  women 
 were a “military objective.”4 Soldiers raped  women and girls not only as the 
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spoils of war but as part of the systematic and intentional plan to destroy 
the Ixil ethnic group by exercising vio lence on  women’s bodies as a way to 
unravel the social connectivities that maintain the Ixil population.5

The military also terrified  people into abandoning their cultural prac-
tices. The dance- drama Rabinal Achi, which dates back to sixteenth- century 
Guatemala with roots in Mayan court drama of the fourth to tenth cen-
turies, enacts the encounter between two almost identical noble warriors.6 
The Rabinal warrior captures the Quiché warrior preparing an attack on his 
territory. The piece stages the dignified and highly choreographed pro cess 
(literally dance) of negotiation with which one treats one’s  enemy. The two 
characters duel verbally— each actor sums up what the other has said before 
adding his own words. The action reinforces the circularity of the dialogue 
as the two dance and threaten each other. They mirror each other in word 
and movement. The dancers wear masks, identical except for the strip of 
color of the rim at the edges— one blue, one green. Our  enemy is almost 
identical to us, the Quiché propose. While the Quiché warrior  will be shown 
 every honor, offered all po liti cally  viable options for survival (abandon his 
kingdom, marry the Rabinal king’s  daughter and join his court), it is clear 
that he must die on the sacrificial stone.7 He  will never relinquish his ties to 
his  people and his lands. He asks only to be allowed to return home once 
more to say goodbye. Permission being granted, the Quiché warrior goes 
home and returns, as promised, to Rabinal to accept his punishment. That 
drama could not be performed during the Ríos Montt period when the mili-
tary targeted the village.8 Death squads roamed through Rabinal smashing 
babies’ heads against walls, raping young  women, and killing civilians point 
blank. The military had a very diff er ent idea of what one does to opponents.9

The mandate issued by the military was “Indian seen, Indian dead.”10 
Over 200,000  people  were killed, most of them Mayans. An additional one 
million  people  were displaced between 1960 and 1996. “A un truth commis-
sion  later specifically found that the state was responsible for acts of geno-
cide in four designated regions of Guatemala between 1981 and 1983. In the 
predominantly Ixil towns in Quiché, between 70 and 90  percent of the com-
munities  were wiped out during this period.”11

Ríos Montt was the first head of state in the world to be convicted in his 
own country of genocide and crimes against humanity.12 While he kept in-
sisting during the trial that he did not know what the army was  doing, docu-
mentary filmmaker Pamela Yates had  earlier filmed him saying, “If I  can’t 
control the army, then what am I  doing  here?”13 The prosecution used this 
video during the trial— art  here functions unambiguously as truth telling: 
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the now el derly Ríos Montt, sitting in the courtroom, watched the younger 
Ríos Montt speaking at the height of his powers. He was sentenced to eighty 
years in jail. Ten days  later, his conviction was overturned.

Yet Guatemalan artist Regina José Galindo chooses not to include the tes-
timony or the trial in her video per for mance, Earth. Only a handful of spec-
tators and three cameras witnessed the live event in Les Moulins, France, in 
2013.

I asked Galindo why viewers are not made aware of the testimony.
“I never speak or give information,” she answered. “I  don’t make it didac-

tic; I just carry out an action.”14

What does this action do or transmit? Does it denounce, expose, or bear 
witness? Galindo is presente, but pre sent to what, to whom, with whom?

I agree of course with Galindo when she maintains, “the work has several 
meanings.” Like all art, the piece works on multiple expressive, communi-
cative, and po liti cal levels si mul ta neously. Her stark act of being ¡presente! 
provokes what Nicholas Bourriard might call a series of encounters (“art is a 
state of encounters”) with other artists, publics, and po liti cal and historical 
moments.15 Per for mance can bring atrocity to light stripped of the specifics 
of the when, who, and where. Vio lence too strips the body  under attack of 
all particularities— she stands as quivering, fleshy materiality that nonethe-
less makes a claim to presence. The work, clearly grounded in Guatemalan 
history  under Ríos Montt, transcends the particulars to pre sent extermina-
tion as a constant. Art from the space of death shows the now and always of 
criminal practice, as genocide and as environmental ruin, in Guatemala and 
beyond. The per for mance balances on the very edge of the poetic and the 
historical, as differentiated by Aristotle: “Poetry is both more philosophi-
cal and more serious than history, since poetry speaks more of universals, 
history of particulars.”16 Galindo’s  simple but rigorous aesthetic framing of 
the action allows it to resonate on multiple levels— the par tic u lar and the 
so- called universal.

We can understand her standing by the widening pit as a reflection on 
the  human existential condition: the well of desperation gets deeper, the 
inevitability of her fate, the silence and isolation more profound and un-
speakable. The very earth collapses around her. Ancient Greek tragedy, one 
par tic u lar aesthetic form, is all about asymmetrical relations of power— 
Oedipus confronting his inexorable fate. Antigone goes to the cave to meet 
her death: “Alive, I tread the chambers of the dead. / What law of Heaven 
have I transgressed against?”17 Closer to (Galindo’s) home, Rabinal Achi pre-
sents the warriors as twins. Wearing almost identical face masks, the two 
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figures reflect each other in word and movement.18 Repeating each other’s 
words functions as a mnemonic device but also, I would suggest, as an early 
example of active listening. Did I understand what you just said? Did I get it 
right?19 Vio lence and war, in the traditions of the Mayan highlands, require 
close attention to one’s other as a part of oneself. Disrespecting one’s  enemy 
destroys one’s own integrity. The highly codified frameworks within which 
confrontations take place contain the vio lence, protecting the individuals 
exercising it from becoming monsters, and ensuring social stability and 
continuity.

Earth resonates  because of the stark, forceful image of the  human con-
fronting certain destruction,  because of the devastation of the earth, and 
 because the vio lence and injustice remain constant.  Here, though, I want 
to rein in its universalizing potential for a moment to explore the urgency 
of the action’s intervention in a specific historical moment as a response 
to the politics of extermination. In 2013, Ríos Montt, as I noted, was tried 
and found guilty of genocide.  After intense po liti cal machinations, a higher 
court overturned the decision and sent it back down to a lower court to 
languish. The charges and rec ord remained, poised between oblivion and 
reactivation. Time ran out— Ríos Montt died at age ninety- one in 2018, hav-
ing evaded punishment.

Galindo intervenes with Earth. Faced with the po liti cal foreclosure of 
a juridical response even before Ríos Montt died, she responds. Galindo 
stands resolute, a mute victim/witness who sees what’s happening and can 
do nothing to prevent the inevitable. The very land, as with the Mayans, is 
being taken out from  under her feet. Unlike Antigone, no words express 
the self- awareness of her predicament. What have I done? No interlocutor 
or Chorus utters or responds to the question: Why? Seemingly stripped of 
agency, she has done nothing to merit her de mo li tion except exist. Now, 
the vio lence seems incidental— she, unlike Antigone, cannot even qualify as 
an individuated victim. In ancient Greek tragedy, victims usually die at the 
hands of their kin. This anonymous death strips her of kin but, with racist 
virulence, highlights ethnic kinship as grounds for extermination: Indian 
seen, Indian dead. The fierce subjectivity and po liti cal agency demonstrated 
by Antigone seems impossible for Galindo’s unidentified, mute figure. The 
backhoe of Western colonization continues to uproot and evacuate the very 
possibility of naming and caring for  these victims. Galindo’s corporeality, 
though stubbornly material, also stands for the collective body that needs to 
dis appear so that modernity can happen. She stands  there, on the land, an 
impediment to pro gress, synonymous to many Latin American leaders with 
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modernity.20 In this version of pro gress, land too is  there to be exploited. The 
per for mance, on this level, is so literal. Combatants no longer face each other 
honorably, as in Rabinal Achi. The murderers conceal their  faces  behind the 
mechanization of the job. No one is guilty. Leaders hide  behind their self- 
granted amnesties and highly paid  lawyers. The separation between the one 
who  orders the vio lence and the one who carries it out eliminates all sense 
of personal responsibility. The enormous repercussions of Antigone’s unjust 
death  will not be visited on Guatemala or her murderers. The grandeur of 
 these  earlier works, the exquisite dance that emphasizes the moral implica-
tions and social aftershocks of inflicting death on one’s other, has vanished, 
leaving only  silent victims, mass graves, and unexamined crimes. Murderers 
go unpunished, justice foreclosed. Nobody, apparently, cares enough to end 
the calamity.

In 1997, fellow Guatemalan artist Daniel Hernández- Salazar confronted the 
see- speak- hear- no- evil attitude of this fellow citizens with the atrocities com-
mitted in their country.  Every egregious crime had been met with silence. He 
created three photo graphs using the forensic remains of victims— their bullet- 
pierced shoulder blades resembled angel wings. Following the 1998 murder of 
Bishop Juan Gerardi, who was shot dead immediately  after he presented the 
report on  human rights violations, Guatemala: Nunca Más (Guatemala: Never 
again), Hernández- Salazar added the angel with the  silent scream (fig. 4.2).21 
Speak up! The images spread throughout the city of Guatemala, plastered on 
walls, on buses, everywhere, even on the cover of the Guatemala: Nunca Más.

Angels  were in the air. In 1999, dressed very much like an angel in a gauzy 
long dress, Galindo suspended herself from the iconic arch of the post office 
building in downtown Guatemala City and recited poetry. Her words  were 
lost in the wind.22

While the works I put in conversation with Earth center on death— the 
unjust death, the honorable death, the unacknowledged death— Earth acts 
from the very space of death. We do not hear from Antigone  after she enters 

4.2  Daniel Hernández- Salazar, Esclarecimiento/Clarification, 1998. Courtesy of the 
artist.
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the cave ( until we hear  others tell of her death); Cawek, the defeated war-
rior of Rabinal Achi, kneels down to be sacrificed, accepting death as the 
appropriate response to his bellicose trespasses. Hernández- Salazar’s angel 
screams out to whoever  will listen. In Earth, the  woman’s nameless, naked, 
vulnerable body waits stoically to be returned to the earth, not in the re-
spectful, caring burial that mourners usually perform to accompany natu ral 
death but by the brutal thrust of the metal claw. Her posture reminds me 
of Comandanta Ramona’s words at the beginning of the Zapatista uprising: 
“We  were already dead. We meant absolutely nothing.”23 Galindo’s character 
inhabits that space of the “already dead,”  people pronounced socially dead 
long before governments dispose of the corpses. Her frail, slightly bruised 
body is disposable, the refuse of the po liti cal in Chantal Mouffe’s under-
standing of the term as the “ontological dimension of antagonism.”24 She’s 
nothing. A no one. Nadie. Ninguno. Octavio Paz coined the verb ningunear, 
recognizing that denying someone personhood is an active pro cess of 
vio lence.25 No angels lament her passing or look back in warning.

As the po liti cal turns murderous, politics as “the ensemble of practices 
and institutions whose aim is to or ga nize  human existence” also collapses.26 
 There is no body of adjudication, no legitimate executive body, no space 
where  people can come together to make a claim for appearance, just the 
rapidly shrinking earth on the edge of a gaping pit. Only  those in power 
maintain their firm grounding. The face in the cab of the bulldozer might 
change, but the killing machine keeps moving forward. Galindo takes her 
stand  here, in the face of the catastrophe, making vis i ble the steady de mo li-
tion as strategic and rationalized po liti cal practice.

The Death Space

 There is no post or pre in this [indigenous] vision of history that is not linear 
or teleological but rather moves in cycles and spirals and sets out on a course 
without neglecting to return to the same point.— silvia rivera cusicanqui, 
“Ch’ixinakax utxiwa”

In this one art acción, Galindo captures the historical vio lence of biopower 
from the times of the conquest to the pre sent. This is a sweeping claim, I 
know, but I hope to demonstrate it not by presenting a cohesive overview of 
po liti cal history in the area, but rather through repeating scenarios.27 Much 
like Earth, the continuous nature of the vio lence can be comprehended as 
an ongoing per for mance. Alternatively, it can be captured through stills 
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(as in still photography) animated to appear as an ongoing act. Using the 
methodology of the per for mance itself, then, I separate the never- ending 
tragedy into three isolated (but internally contiguous) scenarios that meld 
almost imperceptibly from conquest, colonialism, ongoing coloniality, and 
imperialism.

Scenario I

“They forced their way into native settlements, slaughtered every one they 
found  there, including small  children, old men, pregnant  women, and even 
 women who had just given birth. They hacked them to pieces, slicing open 
their bellies with their swords as though they  were so many sheep herded 
into a pen. . . .  laughing and joking all the while,” writes Dominican friar 
Bartolomé de Las Casas in 1542, a warning to the Spanish monarch Philip II 
of the atrocities his countrymen  were committing in the Amer i cas.28 The 
Spaniards, early extractivists, sought gold and other valuable resources 
in the new territories; the  people they found  there  were disposable— they 
could  either help the conquerors find the resources or be fed (literally) to 
the dogs.29 “Indians” came into being through a double strategy— the first 
undid preexisting entities and affiliations (Taíno, Mexica, Maya, Zapotec, 
Olmec, and so on) and converted them into an undifferentiated mass, Indi-
ans. The second announced a new entity that need never be fully recognized 
as  human, one that could be exploited or exterminated at  will. The separa-
tion between the conquerors and the conquered was absolute— the autoch-
thonous  people  were so resolutely nonhuman “that when the Eu ro pean men 
massacred them they somehow  were not aware that they had committed 
murder.”30 Arendt, in this citation, is writing of the massacres of Africans 
on what she calls the “Dark Continent.” Her understanding of racism does 
not extend to the Amer i cas, for they, she states in an example of glaring un-
familiarity with the context, “had not created a  human world.” Nonetheless, 
her observation that Eu ro pe ans treated the conquered as inhuman remains 
on point.

Las Casas’s text, immediately translated into all major languages in Eu-
rope, was widely read—an early exemplar of the colony as a state of ex-
ception governed by the sovereign but that lay beyond the bound aries of 
the state proper. The asymmetrical relations gave the conquerors absolute 
power over the conquered, feeding their sense of omnipotence, affirming 
their right to violate  every  legal and moral injunction. Las Casas retells the 
atrocity in the hope that “recognition of the truth  will make the reader more 
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compassionate  towards the sufferings and the predicament of  these poor, in-
nocent  peoples and oblige him [the reader] to adopt an even more stern and 
censorious attitude  towards the abominable greed, ambition and brutality 
of their Spanish oppressors.”31 This is an extraordinary document for many 
reasons. For one, Las Casas names the Eu ro pe ans as monsters and murder-
ers instead of inverting  those terms. Second, it conveys his assumption that 
reading about (or seeing) injustice  will make readers or viewers care enough 
to intervene.

The de mo li tion wrought by conquest and colonization happened in all 
social arenas si mul ta neously— the military, religious, cultural, and epis-
temic. The newly created Indian provoked major ethical and moral debates 
in Eu rope. Back in Spain, Bartolomé de Las Casas debated humanist scholar 
Juan Ginés de Sepulvida in Valladolid (1550–51) regarding the indigenous 
populations they encountered. In 1537, “the papal bull Sublimis Deus . . .  
established the status of the Indians as rational beings.”32 The discussion 

4.3  Theodore de Bry (sixteenth  century), illustrations for Bartolomé de Las Casas, 
A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies.
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focused on  whether Indians have souls and the capacity to be converted to 
Chris tian ity or, if found lacking, could they be worked to death? The ques-
tion itself performed the violent ontological proj ect of evacuating the sub-
jectivity of this newly found object, Indian.

The sixteenth- century colonialist proj ect, then, coproduced and refined 
the Eu ro pean systems of rational thought in which the isolated, individu-
ated subject came into being as a product of his own self- recognition, best 
summarized in the seventeenth- century Cartesian “cogito, ergo sum.” The 
Eu ro pean, the subject of knowledge, turns all  else into an object of know-
ledge.33 The annulment of reciprocity and relationality had devastating ef-
fects on  those not covered by the defining “I.” As Aníbal Quijones argues, 
“the ‘other’ is totally absent; or is pre sent, can be pre sent, only in an ‘ob-
jectivised’ mode.”34  There can be no intersubjectivity, no subject- subject 
recognition of  human connectivity. That evacuation of the  human capacity 
for recognizing and acknowledging  others as part of a shared, complex, liv-
ing environment is what makes the “terror system,” to use Michael Taussig’s 
term, so terrifying.35 Western epistemology relied on notions of rationality 
and objectivity and practices of taxonomy and categorization to legitimate 
certain kinds of knowledge. Writing and print culture, as I argued in an 
 earlier work, helped cement and circulate knowledge as external to oneself 
through the separation of knower from known.36 The many ways of know-
ing and transmitting knowledge practiced by indigenous communities  were 
repressed— epistemicide, in Santos’s term.37 Western theories of pro gress, 
development, and modernity, posited within the spectrum of primitive to 
Eu ro pean, labeled the indigenous  peoples as the anathema of pro gress, con-
genitally underdeveloped. Indigenous  peoples in Guatemala have long been 
seen as an obstacle to the pro gress that underwrites modernity. “Cruel mod-
ernity,” Jean Franco notes, is “massacre on behalf of ‘pro gress.’ ”38

From the sixteenth  century, the foundations of what Foucault calls bio-
power are in place. Biopower, for him, refers to “the set of mechanisms 
through which the basic biological features of the  human species become 
the object of a po liti cal strategy, of a general strategy of power.”39 As I said 
in chapter  1, I disagree with Foucault’s dating of the phenomenon of bio-
power “starting from the eigh teenth  century” when “modern Western socie-
ties took on board the fundamental biological fact that  human beings are a 
species.”40 Foucault does not consider the debates and practices governing 
the treatment of indigenous  peoples and, shortly afterward, African slaves. 
 These preview the governing of populations through the implementation 
of racialized categories that become central to biopower.41 While Las Casas 
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won what some consider the first  human rights debate in Valladolid, the 
outcome had no practical application for the indigenous communities that 
came in contact with Eu ro pe ans.42 The mechanisms of control of the general 
populations that Foucault associates with biopower  were already beginning 
to take shape— humans could be bought and sold, stripped of their names, 
kinships, religious practices, languages, to be relocated and worked to death. 
 Human subjectivity was divided into the “ people of reason” (gente de razón), 
the Hispanicized, Cartesian self- referential subject “cogito ergo sum” and the 
“ people without reason,” the indigenous and African populations relegated 
to the  legal status of minors. We see too the initial formations of racial castas 
or caste systems that flourished in the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries. 
The denial of po liti cal subjecthood of  people considered populations to be 
managed, thus, happens before the shift Foucault writes of as happening in 
the eigh teenth  century: “The population no longer appears as a collection of 
subjects of right, as a collection of subject  wills who must obey their sover-
eign’s  will through the intermediary of regulations, laws, edicts and so on. It 
 will be considered as a set of pro cesses to be managed.”43

The management and eradication of populations continued through the 
centuries- long period of colonialism and,  later, with no clear interruption 
during what Aníbal Quijano calls ongoing “coloniality” and Pablo González 
Casanova calls “internal colonialism.”44 Colonial domination may have 
ended in Latin Amer i ca in the nineteenth  century with the wars of in de-
pen dence, but that the new nation- states built themselves on systems of dif-
ferentiation and racism ensured the dominance of the descendants of the 
Eu ro pe anized elites.

Scenario II

In 1982, just at the end of the Ríos Montt dictatorship, Rigoberta Menchú, 
the testimonial voice of Yo, Rigoberta Menchú, tells how her  mother was kid-
napped, tortured, raped, and laid out as bait by the Guatemalan military to 
lure in her  family members so that they too might be captured. The descrip-
tion is too painful to include  here.  After her  mother died, the soldiers “ were 
 there right by her; they ate near her, and, if the animals  will excuse me, I be-
lieve not even animals act like that, like  those savages in the army.  After that, 
my  mother was eaten by animals; by dogs, by the zopi lotes  there are around 
 there, and the other animals helped too. They stayed for four months,  until 
they saw that not a bit of my  mother was left, not even her bones and then 
they went away.”45
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Again, this scenario conveys the dominant, unchanging characteristics— 
the armed forces, representative of the country’s highest power, reduce the 
indigenous  woman to bait and a sexual object. By torturing her, they also 
torture her  family, who have to stay away even as she suffers. The military 
use affective relations to annihilate relationality itself— seeking to destroy 
the  mother and all her  family members. How could her  family even think 
of saving her? She was another of the “already dead.” Is  there a clearer ex-
ample of what Mbembe calls “the generalized instrumentalization of  human 
existence and the material destruction of  human bodies and populations”?46 
Rigoberta Menchú’s  mother, like many before and  after her, was eaten by 
dogs. Menchú’s testimony became an instant classic—it was read broadly 
and  adopted as a text in high schools and colleges. Menchú herself won 
the Nobel Prize. Some readers  were certainly “more compassionate  towards 
the sufferings and the predicament of  these poor innocent  peoples,” as Las 
Casas hoped, but the destruction of indigenous communities continued 
unabated well  after the Peace Accords  were signed in 1995, and into the 
pre sent.47

The current waves of vio lence in Guatemala started with the cia- 
backed 1954 coup against Jacobo Árbenz, the progressive, demo cratically 
elected president who tried to reign in the United Fruit Com pany and 
legislate land reform. In response to the Cold War, the U.S. increased its 
support of the Guatemalan military, including the training of its officers 
(including Ríos Montt) in the infamous School of the Amer i cas. “Since 
1946, the soa has trained over 64,000 Latin American soldiers in coun-
terinsurgency techniques, sniper training, commando and psychological 
warfare, military intelligence and interrogation tactics. . . .  Hundreds of 
thousands of Latin Americans have been tortured, raped, assassinated, 
‘dis appeared,’ massacred, and forced into refugee [status] by  those trained 
at the School of Assassins.”48 Ronald Reagan circumvented Congress to 
ship armaments to Guatemala in spite of evidence of escalating massacres. 
He visited Central Amer i ca in December  1982 and declared, “President 
Ríos Montt is a man of  great personal integrity and commitment. . . .  I 
know he wants to improve the quality of life for all Guatemalans and to 
promote social justice.”49

Fast forward to the postdictatorial pre sent in which vio lence has been 
privatized and includes many corporate and additional state and nonstate 
actors. The extermination of the hundreds of thousands of Mayans and the 
dispossession of their lands has left many traditional lands  free for the tak-
ing.  There is a long history, as Greg Grandin notes, of land expropriation and 
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 human exploitation in Guatemala.50 The indigenous  peoples, who happened 
to be standing on the land, have dis appeared. Canadian mining companies, 
backed by French capital, now extract resources from that earth, bucketful 
by bucketful. Galindo’s per for mance subtly reveals the networks and prac-
tices that create and sustain this ongoing vio lence, including the recent neo-
liberal policies that enable the dictaduras and what some have come to call 
the dictablandas (soft rather than hard power), such as  those in Mexico and 
currently in Guatemala.

For centuries now,  those in power have pushed indigenous communities 
off their resource- rich lands. Conquest gave way to colonialism, colonialism 
to coloniality, dictatorship to so- called democracy. The names only distract 
momentarily from the continuity of brutal practice. Nowadays, the govern-
ment grants “concessions” to international mining, hydroelectric, and agri-
cultural businesses that force  people to leave their communities and even 
their country; it colludes with the murder of  those who resist or protest. The 
burgeoning drug trade has complicated the volatile situation by redirecting 
the drugs to new routes through Central Amer i ca and Mexico on their way 
to consumers in the U.S. The recently removed president, Otto Fernando 
Pérez Molina, who won the 2011 elections, was also a military officer trained 
in the School of the Amer i cas. Guatemala’s transition from dictatorship, as 
in much of Latin Amer i ca, was not a transition to democracy but to a par-
ticularly savage brand of neoliberalism. The sharp rise in femicides attests to 
a virulent misogyny coupled with racism.51 The Central American  children 
arriving at the U.S. border in the mid-  and late 2010s, separated from their 
families, placed in freezing cold rooms (heleras or iceboxes), and  housed in 
cages, are only the most recent chapter of the history of that ravaged region. 
Rabinal Achi made it clear— the humiliation and degradation of one’s op-
ponent, now coterminous with indiscriminate vio lence, wrecks the entire 
social fabric into the  future.

Earth took place in France, an in ter est ing choice. Why France? Part of the 
answer is pragmatic— Lucy and Jorge Orta in Les Moulins offered Galindo 
an artist’s residency in 2013. They could provide her the land and the finan-
cial support to carry forward a proj ect of this size and expense. The timing 
of the residency was fortuitous— Galindo felt the urgency of responding to 
the recent testimony from the trial. Another reason for staging this per for-
mance in France, however, builds on Galindo’s strategy of staging work that 
calls out the complicity of the country she performs in, another power ful 
animative. In her 2010 piece, Looting, she paid a dentist in Germany to ex-
tract eight gold fillings from her teeth:
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On one side, conquest, war, scorched earth policies, pillage of the soil, 
the humiliated. On the other, the conqueror, he who gives the  orders, 
the man from the Old World, he who raises his hand and keeps the gold.

In Guatemala, a dentist perforates my molars and places 8 fillings of 
Guatemalan gold of the highest purity.

In Berlin, a German doctor extracts the fillings from my molars.  These 
small sculptures, 8 in total, are exhibited as objects of art.52

In the United States, for the Hemispheric Institute’s twentieth anniver-
sary in late October 2018, which coincided with the Trump administration’s 
po liti cal frenzy about the caravan of mi grants at the southern U.S. border, 
Galindo performed Carguen con sus muertos/Carry Your Dead through the 
streets of New York (fig. 4.4). She lay in a body bag while volunteers carried 
her through the neighborhood and  those of us attending the anniversary 
accompanied the funeral cortege. “Is  there a dead body in  there?”  people 
would ask us. “Yes, our dead.  Those we are responsible for,” some of us 
would reply.

The choice of France for Earth reveals two deeper connections— one that 
points to the history of colonial vio lence in Guatemala and another to its 
updated, neoliberal pre sen ta tion. Marie- Monique Robin, in Death Squad-
rons: The French School, outlines how the French army developed counter-
revolutionary and dirty war strategies in Indochina and perfected them in 
Algeria, including covert action, secret centralized information, surveil-
lance, psychological warfare, terror tactics, and torture. This model was ex-
ported to the U.S. at the beginning of the Cold War, and the word “disap-
pearance” enters our lexicon in 1954 in Guatemala, which, along with other 
Latin American countries, became “empire’s workshop” as the U.S. perfected 
its own counterinsurgency prowess.53 It was  there, Grandin argues, that the 
U.S. developed its counter- insurgency chops and “tactics of extraterritorial 
administration.”54

Regina José Galindo, standing still at the edge of the pit in France, con-
nects  these vari ous moments and practices. Still. Still  here. The per for-
mance, moreover, demands the rigorous physical practice of stillness. Still-
ness requires enormous muscular effort. “Stillness,” as Nadia Seremetakis 
reminds us, “is the moment when the buried, the discarded, and the forgot-
ten escape to the social surface of awareness.”55 That stillness conjures up 
all the pasts. As with Oedipus, “It is precisely the sudden and paradoxical 
emergence of a pattern connecting the distant past to the pre sent, which 
gives the movement of events so much of its force.”56 The scenarios are 
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almost interchangeable. A scenario, as I defined in an  earlier work, serves 
“as an act of transfer, as a paradigm that is formulaic, portable, repeatable, 
and often banal  because it leaves out complexity, reduces conflict to its stock 
ele ments, and encourages fantasies of participation.”57 The basic ele ments 
remain the same, albeit with variations,  century  after  century. Conquest, co-
lonialism, and coloniality as Quijano argues, all contributed to cementing a 
“new world order” predicated on the same objective, the “violent concentra-
tion of the world’s resources  under the control and for the benefit of a small 
Eu ro pean minority and above all, of its ruling classes.”58

4.4  Carguen con sus muertos, New York City, October 26, 2018. photo: diana taylor.
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Biopower and biopolitics, I agree with Mbembe, very rapidly become nec-
ropolitics as Amerindians and African slaves experience “social death,” that 
is, “expulsion from humanity.”59 Necropolitics, for him, refers to a “specific 
terror formation” that includes, among other  things, territorial fragmenta-
tion, surveillance (inwardly and outwardly oriented), and “the overlapping 
of two separate geographies that inhabit the same landscape.” Necropolitics 
creates “death- worlds . . .  new and unique forms of social existence in which 
vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them 
the status of the living dead.”60 I would question Mbembe’s use of “new”  here 
but rather see  these death spaces as being continually refashioned to serve 
the needs of evolving local powers and global capital. Moreover, the “dead” 
we see continue to talk back, ¡presentes!

Art from the Space of Death, Necroart

How can one convey asymmetrical power relations more directly or more 
simply? “ Don’t you see?” she might be asking us. Or better, where are we, the 
spectators, to witness this atrocity? Per for mance can bring atrocity to light, 
stripped of the specifics of the when, who, where.

Galindo’s body  faces an enormous pit, the very vacuum of the po liti cal 
that withholds recognition of indigenous  peoples. Alone, except for the 
shadowy figure of the backhoe driver, her gaze (as is often the case in Galin-
do’s work) resists  human contact. She does not look at him or beg for mercy. 
She does not look inward or betray traces of individual subjectivity. Why 
communicate a sense of interiority, of humanness, or hope of connected-
ness that for centuries has been denied? Neither does she seek reciprocity 
or acknowl edgment from the spectator. What spectator? Buber’s I/Thou has 
been severed; she accepts her condition as a “nothing.”61 Her impassive face 
accentuates rather than hides her  human vulnerability, even as she cannot 
hope to make a moral demand on  others, as Levinas envisioned.62 The per-
for mance, like the Guatemalan context, negates the possibility of a space of 
appearance that “arises out of acting and speaking together.”63  There is no to-
gether, no shared space for empathetic connection or recognition. Galindo 
stages the de mo li tion of the between and the beside. This is the death space.

No one, it seems, is  there to see. Two hundred thousand murdered. 
Who was  there to witness and demand an end to the genocide? No one. 
The spectators  were missing. No one on both sides— the victims denied 
personhood and the nonpresence of  those who might have borne witness 
to the crimes. Vio lence has destroyed the victims, the witness, the audience 
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(perhaps  those the Zapatistas would call “civil society”). This per for mance 
stages the crisis of care I have pointed out through the vari ous scenarios. 
No one seems to care. Not individually. Not collectively. Not po liti cally. No 
one has ever cared about  these populations. Caring, in one sense, is about 
positionality. Who cares about the “over  there” when  there’s so much to 
care about  here? As Richard Nixon made clear to Donald Rumsfeld, “As 
long as  we’ve been in it,  people  don’t give one damn about Latin Amer-
i ca.”64 In case he  hadn’t been clear enough, he added, “ ‘ People  don’t give 
one shit about’ the place.”65 It is not a priority for the United States even 
though, or perhaps  because, Latin Amer i ca is where it “acquired its con-
ception of itself as an empire.”66

Caring acknowledges the interconnectedness between ourselves and 
 others, ourselves as only a part of that larger entity. Studies on empathy “as 
an affective capacity or technique via which ‘we’ can come to know the cul-
tural ‘other’ ” keep the hierarchical self- other distinction firmly intact.67 Em-
pathy, the way I understand it, is an innate, adaptive capacity living creatures 
have to connect with other forms of life (not exclusively  human) through 
neurological mechanisms. As biologist Frans de Waal puts it, “Seeing some-
one in pain activates pain cir cuits to the point that we clench our teeth, close 
our eyes, and even yell ‘Aw’!”68 This understanding does not carry the co-
lonialist fantasy of understanding or knowing our cultural other but rather 
recognizes the interconnections between living organisms that could po-
tentially produce cultures of care.  People have the capacity to care about 
 those they do not know, as I explore in the epilogue to this study. But even 
an innate, involuntary biological capacity collapses when confronted with 
othering. Resisting othering and recognizing interconnectivity might enable 
us to register or acknowledge that the pain of  others is often po liti cally in-
duced: some benefit from the exploitation of  others. We can get used to it, or 
we have to work for a po liti cal system in which pain or deprivation are more 
equally distributed.69 A study on empathy finds that “despite its early ori-
gins and adaptive functions, empathy is not inevitable;  people routinely fail 
to empathize with  others, especially members of diff er ent social or cultural 
groups.”70 Not only “Who cares?” but “They deserve it.” Not caring, in fact, 
has been promoted as hip and attractive in  today’s U.S. culture. Memes of 
“Who cares?” circulate constantly. In June 2018 when Melania Trump, first 
lady of the United States, visited the mi grant  children held in detention on 
the U.S.- Mexico border as part of the  family separation program, she wore a 
jacket that read, “I  really  don’t care, do u?”71

Galindo stands alone. No one serves as a witness to the vio lence.
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How to perform the ongoing annihilation without evacuating the copres-
ence that underwrites the performatic contract? Per for mance, almost by 
definition, relies on spectators to complete it. Galindo’s look, in the video 
of her per for mance, is alienating, and for many, off- putting. It’s hard to take 
spectatorial plea sure from this per for mance. This work falls outside the Ar-
istotelian tragic aesthetic form that allows us to take plea sure in the pain of 
 others. As opposed to works that fill us with pity and fear, Galindo’s Earth de-
stabilizes the viewer and denies us being. True, this is a work of art. Galindo 
 will not die in that pit. But by depicting the death of intersubjectivity, the 
character denies herself and by extension us, the viewers. If as, Jean- Luc 
Nancy maintains, “being cannot be anything but being- with- one- another,” 
then how can a scenario that annihilates her validate us? Interrelationality 
has failed. This per for mance builds on the failure to recognize some  humans 
as  human. How can spectators become a “we” without some form of shared 
recognition? The basis for solidarity has crumbled beneath our feet, giving 
way to a very profound solitude.

Nothing apparently can be done to evade the devastation.
And yet she does something. In the face of nothing can be done, she exerts 

her choice. She stands still. She enables us to see it. Not with her, perhaps, 
but through her. Again, the “failure” succeeds in exposing the viewer’s role 
in the ongoing nature of the devastation.

Galindo’s per for mance for the camera forms part of another aesthetic 
lineage, now in con temporary per for mance practice. Artists such as Fran-
cis Alÿs, Ana Mendieta, Guillermo Gómez- Peña, The Yes Men, and  others 
intervene through video for a variety of reasons that might involve strategies 
of circulation, target audiences, po liti cal cover, self- protection, and philo-
sophical and aesthetic reflection.

The video of this action has a life of its own. Though not equivalent to 
the act, it is not simply its documentation. The per for mance continues to act 
on many of  those who have seen the video or perhaps just the photo graphs. 
The image of the vulnerable  woman on the edge of the abyss lasts with us 
not  because it documents the horror of an  actual event (as in the testimony 
of the massacres). It lasts  because, on some level, we know it’s true,  whether 
we understand the video to be about the ongoing practices of femicide, vio-
lence against indigenous communities, and/or extractivist policies. It encap-
sulates the image of the disposable nonsubject whom no one cares about 
or acknowledges. Criminal practices, such disappearances, are hard to see 
directly. They take place at the margins of the public gaze and are vis i ble, if 
at all, through acts of per for mance or documentation.
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At the same time, the video does make a claim to its status as an archival 
artifact. It reminds us that some video is true in another sense as well. The 
image of Ríos Montt facing his younger self on film during his trial indicates 
that art, documentary filmmaking in this case, can also provide evidence 
that holds up in court. The videos and documented testimony of the victims 
being thrown into the pit are also part of the archival rec ord. Yet I would 
argue that this is not an archival per for mance. It does not reveal a specific 
transaction or event such as a par tic u lar massacre. Although it performs 
testimony, the work is not directly about testifying or witnessing. If any-
thing, Galindo withholds reference to the detailed testimony that inspired 
her. Rather, the aims of the work seem broader, more far reaching, more 
about embodying the country’s ferocity, the unilateral and seemingly end-
less vio lence directed at  women, at indigenous  people, at the defenseless, at 
the environment. Her minimalist gestures depersonalize the singular mas-
sacre to expose the ongoing traffic in weapons, drugs, resources, and  people. 
The disappearance and disposability of populations constitutes an unending 
moneymaking, transnational event.

Yet Earth is also an artwork by a major artist. It has been shown at the 
Tate, the Guggenheim, and other major museums around the world. The 
video of the live per for mance circulates, separated from the physical pres-
ence of the artist and the context that gave it rise. The per for mance is  frozen; 
it is now an original. Galleries and museums can buy it. The embodied per-
for mance, the physical endurance and stamina required of Galindo as she 
stood for an hour and a half facing the backhoe, has become something 
else— the universally intelligible cultural product that circulates successfully 
in the art market.  People prob ably assume the video refers to some vio lence 
or other, but  here too, who knows? Who cares?

Galindo does.
No  matter where she performs, this po liti cal background informs her ap-

proach to her work. She recounts being at work in an office when she heard 
that Efraín Ríos Montt was  running for office as president of Guatemala in 
the 2003 elections even though the constitution forbids the participation of 
former dictators and coup leaders in the demo cratic pro cess. She says she 
went home, locked herself in her room, screamed, and kicked her legs. On 
a lunch break shortly afterward, she put on a  simple long black dress, took 
a basin full of  human blood, and walked slowly, dipping her feet  every few 
minutes in the blood, all the way from the Constitutional Court to the Na-
tional Palace in Guatemala City. When she  stopped at the National Palace, 
the sight of the soldiers stationed outside so incited her that she walked up 
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to them with the same determined, implacable expression on her face we see 
in Earth and placed the bowl of blood at their feet. She then washed her feet, 
changed her clothes, and went back to work. The Regina José Galindo lunch 
hour. This piece is called Who Can Erase the Traces? (2003).

When Guatemalan author Francisco Goldman asked Galindo in an 
interview what their poor country had done to deserve so much tragedy, 
she responded, “You ask me what Guatemala has done to deserve all this? 
Maybe the more appropriate questions would be: What have we not done? 
Why have we been so fearful and tolerated so much fear? Why have we not 
woken up and reacted? When are we  going to stop being so submissive?”72

For Galindo, the difference between artists and activists is that activists 
protest specific issues, and they evaluate the efficacy of the act by  whether or 
not it can change the outcome of the cause. As an artist, she claims the right 
to reflect on  these issues in a more personal, idiosyncratic manner. She  will 
not claim her work has testimonial weight. She has no illusions that she can 
change the po liti cal situation, or make  people care about atrocities that seem 
very far away. But she does every thing in her power to make the situation 
known in the most power ful way pos si ble.73 I think she would agree with 
Ricardo Dominguez that “activists break the law, while artists change the 
conversation theatrically, by disturbing the law.”74

But Galindo also wants to avoid the romanticism of  those who strug gle 
for social justice. And unlike activists, she does not believe that it’s crucial 
(or perhaps even pos si ble) for her to change the system of power. In 2008, 
she was invited to participate in Horror vacui, a group show of young Gua-
temalan artists around the theme of denunciation. How had they intervened 
in a society marked by criminal vio lence? Galindo’s contribution was to pay 
an intelligence expert who had worked for the security forces during the 
dirty war to investigate the artists participating in the show, just as he had 
during the dictatorship. He prepared a dossier about each artist containing 
personal data (address, names of  family members, daily routine, bank trans-
actions, every thing). The intelligence expert came to the show and exhibited 
his findings: all  those artists who considered themselves denunciators had 
not, in fact, decried anything that was not already well known. He concluded 
that they posed no threat to the army or the government and  were, rather, 
more like  children at play. She presented this as the per for mance Infiltrado/
Infiltrated.

So what is the po liti cal force and efficacy of Galindo’s per for mance? Per-
haps none. She certainly would not call herself a denunciator. Does her stand-
ing naked by the open pit communicate anything that was not well known 
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before? Maybe, says Galindo, it is sufficient for the per for mance to impel the 
spectators to reflect on the issue. For her, this modest goal is sufficient. But 
she needs to do something. On International  Women’s Day, March 8, 2017, 
she staged Presencia, a per for mance during which she recited the names of 
victims of femicide: “Patricia, Saira, María de Jesús, Cindy, Sandra, Carmen, 
Ruth, Mindi, Florence, Kenia, Velvet, Flor de María, Karen. All of them with 
life proj ects,  family, work, dreams. All of them  were silenced, snatched up 
in the most violent ways on earth, against their  will. They  were all murdered 
in Guatemala. Wounded, humiliated, tortured, and murdered for the sole 
reason of being  women.”75 Galindo puts on their clothes; saying their names, 
she wants to acknowledge their lives and their deaths: “Their bodies are no 
longer  here, but they remain in memory, in their dresses, in their objects.”76

Some say that  there is nothing  people can do to change the world, or even 
the immediate situation.  There are many reasons for not acting: they are not 
from this country, or from this community, and so on. How does someone 
dare involve herself in the business of other  people? Is she exploiting them? 
Appropriating their pain, their stories? Is that ethical? The asymmetries of 
power leave  others feeling impotent. Who is able to effectively confront mili-
tary might? Or deeply ingrained economic inequalities? But for  people like 
Galindo who feel the need to intervene,  these excuses  don’t hold up. The 
question is not if something can be done but what can be done and how to 
do it in a way that is power ful, responsible, and ethical.

I asked Galindo about her  future plans. She confessed she  didn’t know.77 
She  can’t make plans. She has a notebook filled with proj ect ideas, and she is 
working on a new per for mance now. But life is too uncertain in Guatemala 
to plan ahead. She was offered a prestigious two- year residency in Berlin and 
was excited about  going, but she was denied a visa. So how can she plan? 
“Guatemala  doesn’t have a  future,” she said, “and I  don’t know if I have one 
 either.”

And still, she keeps working, exposing herself to the cruelty and corrup-
tion and injustice she encounters everywhere. ¡Presente!

Whenever  people lament that  there’s “nothing we can do” about some 
awful situation or other, I suggest they go tell that to Regina José Galindo.



p r o o f

127

Traumatic Memes

Buscamos la vida en caminos de muerte. [We look for life on the roads of death.]

Con los padres de las victimas, sostengo: no hay nada peor que estar enfermo de 
incertidumbre. Y vivos los queremos. [With the families of the victims, I affirm 
that nothing’s worse than to be sick with uncertainty. We want them back alive.]

— enrique gonzalez rojo arthur

I

When I first met the  family members and classmates of the 43 dis appeared 
students of Ayotzinapa, Mexico, I almost felt I recognized them. The en-
larged photo graphs of the missing young men crowded the room. I recog-
nized the photo graphs, but also the strategy of  mothers using the oversize 
images to claim justice for their dis appeared. In April  2015, the families 
and advocates of the students arrived in New York as part of their cara-
van throughout the United States seeking international support for  human 
rights. A six- hour extremely brutal attack on September 26, 2014, by federal 
and local police in cohort with members of drug cartels left three students 
dead, forty- three dis appeared, and fifty or more tortured who survived by 
escaping and  running for their lives.1 The Mexican government proffered 
vari ous ludicrous explanations for the events in lieu of an investigation. 
As a member of an International Jury of the  People’s Permanent Tribunal 
(ppt), I heard  family members tell of the anguish of disappearance and 
blame the Mexican government for obstructing justice.2 The testimonies 
resounded amid the photo graphs of serious  faces. At the end of the session, 
every one shouted in unison: “Vivos se los llevaron, vivos los queremos” 

FIVE
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(They took them alive, we want them back alive). We said their names out 
loud, followed by “¡Presente!” Presente,  here, was complex— the reiterative 
act of showing up, a form of witnessing, a denunciation, an invocation, a 
tenacious animative against officially mandated absence and forgetting, and 
a sign of solidarity and contestation power ful enough to conjure up the 
dis appeared as vitally pre sent. We all  were  there to acknowledge and sup-
port the families of the dis appeared and to lend mass and weight to their 
claims. Instead of a few calling for justice,  there  were many. The missing 
filled the room, made pre sent through the pronunciation of their names, 
the photo graphs of their  faces, and the stories  others told of them. The 
 family and friends continued to pre sent their demand— they wanted their 
loved ones back alive. At the end of the event, I asked one of the  mothers 
of a dis appeared student if she knew of the Madres from Argentina. She 
had never heard of them.  Here, I look at how presente works to illumi-
nate absence, how its againness keeps the dis appeared vis i ble, clamoring 
from the space of death, even in and through the vacuum created by forced 
disappearance.3

While the devastation caused by forced disappearance as an ongoing po-
liti cal practice in Latin Amer i ca since the mid- twentieth  century is wide-
spread, what struck me  were the commonalities in how certain groups made 
the loss vis i ble both personally and po liti cally. The photos, the grieving 
 mothers, the chants making po liti cal claims (“They took them alive, we want 
them back alive”)  were very familiar to someone who has followed  mothers’ 
movements since the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, wearing their  children’s dia-
pers as head scarves, started protesting in the late 1970s in Argentina. The 

5.1  Francesc de Diego Fuertes, Madres Palomas, 2003. Courtesy of the artist.
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fact that I recognized this cluster— mother- photo- chant— suggested that it 
replicated and circulated as a traumatic meme, an animative that refuted 
official mandates that families get over it and move on. The  mothers’ repre-
sen ta tional strategies had spread, had become memetic.

 Here, I use presente as an optic to explore some of the  factors that made 
the 43 a cause célèbre nationally and internationally. In a country where 
hundreds of thousands of  people have been killed or dis appeared since 
2006, why did the 43 become so emblematic? I  will look at some of the rea-
sons that have been advanced in the media and in academic studies and 
propose an additional explanation: the  family, fellow students, and  human 
rights advocates who insisted that their missing  were indeed ¡presentes! 
and demanded them “back alive” from the government animated power ful, 
traumatic memes to further their cause. The grieving  mothers, the chants 
(or consignas) demanding justice, and the use of photo ids tapped into rec-
ognizable traumatic memes that made the tragedy immediately register with 
a public now only too familiar with disappearance.

Traumatic memes capturing the affective and po liti cal dimension of 
forced disappearance circulate throughout the world to make vio lence and 
loss vis i ble. The evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins coined “meme” in 
his 1976 book The Selfish Gene to rhyme (imperfectly) with “genes,” accen-
tuating what he saw as the biological mechanism vital in the reproduction 
of cultural codes, and with the Greek mimeme, which he says “comes from 
a suitable Greek root.”4 As mimeme does not exist as a Greek root, I assume 
that he’s referring to mimesis, from the root mimeomai, “I imitate” (infinitive 
mimeisthai).5 Memes, which he calls cultural “replicators,” are be hav iors, 
gestures, ideas, tunes, practices, and so on that catch on and spread from 
person to person in a version of the survival of the (cultural) fittest.6 “Just as 
genes propagate themselves in a gene pool by leaping from body to body via 
sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leap-
ing from brain to brain via a pro cess which, in the broad sense, can be called 
imitation.”7 Good ideas, the belief in God, and the notion that the world is 
flat are cultural units that catch on and then seemingly replicate themselves. 
“Happy Birthday,” for example, is sung throughout the world, including in 
many places where  people do not speak En glish. Nonetheless, every one im-
mediately knows what it signals. Memes are cultural items of social thought 
or practice (ideas, jokes, styles, and other forms) transmitted through rep-
etition. Like viruses, like social practices, they are successful only if they 
catch on, if  people continuously transmit them. “For a meme to survive and 
spread in a competitive environment it must have attributes which give it 
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advantages over other memes.”8 Gradually, the notion and use of memes 
themselves became rampant, memetic. But instead of the version of virus- 
like ge ne tic “mutation” Dawkins had identified in cultural memes, he noted 
that memes  were now “altered deliberately by  human creativity” through 
digital transmission as what An Xiao Mina calls “internet memes . . .  a piece 
of online media that is shared and remixed over time within a community.”9 
Online memes have become so prevalent that some forget the biological 
paradigm first put forward by Dawkins. Interestingly, for reasons I reflect 
on  later, most of the memes I discuss  here are not transmitted online. What 
interests me  here is how populations use and alter memes to make a po liti-
cal intervention, epigenes as diff er ent from Dawkins’s genes, in an another 
imperfect analogy, and how successful memes spread from bodies, through 
public space, the internet, back through bodies and so on in a rampant whirl 
of circulation.

 Whether they start as a mutation (as in the replication of ge ne tic code) or 
as a deliberate alteration (say of a photo graph), memes are never for the first 
time.10 They become themselves through the force of repetition, by catching 
on.11 The fact that they have been creatively altered  matters. So too does the 
force of the uptake. It makes no difference  whether or not the cultural unit 
was designed to spread—it becomes memetic at the moment of propagation, 
“never for the first time” but for “the second to the nth time.”12

Memes repeat through a mechanism of sameness and change. The 
structure remains, immediately recognizable, while inviting  others to 
adapt it for their needs. While memes have links to mimesis, the nature of 
the repetition differs. In very broad strokes we could differentiate between 
memetic repetition- as- replication and mimetic repetition- as- imitation. 
Singers of “Happy Birthday,” for example, are not imitating  others. On key 
or off,  they’re engaging with a cultural form they have incorporated from 
who knows where. While mimesis is an extremely complex philosophic 
and aesthetic term that ranges from “repre sen ta tion” to “imitation” to “a 
 family of concepts,” for the moment we can limit ourselves to the over-
simplified meaning of the classical Greek mimeisthai as “to imitate.”13 For 
Aristotle, a dramatic work imitates action. In this sense, mimesis often 
involves corporeal repetition of actions. We learn to walk and talk by fol-
lowing  others. You sing; I  will try to sing as you do. Learning, for Aristotle, 
becomes pleas ur able through mimetic repetition. Memes, unlike mime-
sis, emphasize replication and copying, often bypassing the body- to- body 
contact—as in ideas jumping from brain to brain or proliferating digitally. 
It would seem we do not have to be physically pre sent with and to another 
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for the transmission to occur. Memes have multiple and diff er ent ways of 
entering our system.

Where does agency lie? Mimesis seems more and less deliberate than 
memesis. “Aristotelian definition of  human ‘action’ has a strongly inten-
tional cast” and “must make reference to the reasons, desires, and choices 
of the agent.”14 Yet much of what we learn (such as smiling or walking as a 
baby) can hardly be thought of as fully intentional. Nor can we limit mimesis 
to  human activity, though corporeality and intentionality remain central. 
Memesis often seems to function virally, beyond control, especially if  people 
find something noteworthy or useful. Nonetheless, as I  will describe, po liti-
cal memes often require strategic thinking.

 People commonly use words such as “contagion” and “virus” to describe 
mimetic and memetic transmission. The viral component,  after all, was cen-
tral to Dawkins’s theory. Does that mean that  people have no choice but to 
transmit materials from their memespheres?15 It depends. Jingles may enter 
our heads and be difficult to shake, however hard we try. We tend to be hosts, 
not agents, in Dawkins’s paradigm.16 But singing “Happy Birthday” or using 
a po liti cal meme entails choice. Memes are an invitation to join in. As Mina 
argues, they “spread across borders and territories to involve much larger 
groups of  people participating in solidarity than might previously have been 
pos si ble.”17 Nonetheless, it’s hard to assess where ideas and cultural forms 
originate. Mimetic and memetic repetition serve diff er ent though at times 
related and overlapping functions. The po liti cal force of memes lies in their 
ability to catch on, repeat, circulate ideas, interrupt a governmental dis-
course (as an animative, for example), and reproduce uncontrollably, find-
ing both agents and hosts to continue to disseminate them.

The traumatic meme, like all memes, depends on the simplicity of struc-
ture for its power and efficacy. The  Woman + Photo + Chant/Demand is 
actually a cluster of memes, a “memeplex,” a term developed by Dawkins 
to describe “mutually supportive [ele ments that] . . .  clearly help to secure 
the longevity of the memes of which they are composed.”18 The memeplex I 
study  here— the grieving  mother, the photo, and the chant— includes memes 
recognizable in their own right. The Virgin Mary or Pietà is only the best- 
known Western example of the grieving  mother. The centrality of  mothers, 
as opposed to  fathers or other  family members, in  these movements varies 
from place to place.  Because this par tic u lar memeplex becomes recogniz-
able  after the  Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires settled on it 
through trial and error, three central reasons account for the predominance 
of  mothers. First, the Argentinean  mothers had to leave their husbands at 
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home in order to go to the plaza— the military would have killed them other-
wise, calling the protest an act of armed re sis tance by subversives. Second, 
in many of the patriarchal, Catholic countries where we first see this meme-
plex, such as Argentina, Chile, Guatemala, or El Salvador,  mothers enjoyed 
a privileged symbolic status denied other  women. The military did not want 
to be seen gunning down unarmed  mothers. Third, once the memeplex was 
circulating globally, transmitting a recognizable story of disappearance and 
criminality,  others protesting the disappearance of their kin could use it to 
telegraph their loss and their demands for justice. The use of “ mothers” is 
often a strategic choice and does not entirely reflect the composition of the 
group.

In 1977, the  Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo moved around the square, 
wearing their head scarves and holding or wearing the photo ids of their 
dis appeared  children, demanding that their  children be returned alive. The 
act of performing the photo graphs functioned as an animative. The official 
photo id gives a subject an identity vis- à- vis the state. The state recognizes 
the individual, bringing her or him into presence as a citizen. Now the state 
refused to recognize its citizens, conjuring up the missing as subversives 
who had gone under ground of their own volition. Under ground, yes, or into 
the bottom of the River Plate, and certainly not of their own volition. The 
 mothers’ photos would not go away, reminding the government of its re-
sponsibility to its citizens. You took them, the  women seemed to say, but 
where? We want them back. Other  women, such as the Saturday  Mothers 
in Turkey, sit surrounded by the photo graphs of their men dis appeared by 
the Turkish military in the 1980s and ’90s. The Ira nian  Mothers of Khavaran 
formed in 1988. Among the photo graphs in the exhibit Yuyanapac (I remem-
ber) that document the vio lence of Peru’s internal conflict (1980–2000), one 
shows a  woman holding a small photo id of her missing loved one in her 
hands.19 Look,  these photo graphs challenge onlookers.  These are the  faces 
of the many victims of forced disappearance. They have names,  faces, fami-
lies, and friends who love them. Where are they? Each variation contributes 
something of its local context while remaining immediately identifiable. 
Always, however,  these traumatic memes speak to the specific vio lence of 
forced disappearance and insist that the missing remain ¡presentes!, an emo-
tional and po liti cal presence. In the case of Ayotzinapa, many clamoring for 
justice  were men. The  fathers joined the  mothers, and the classmates  were 
necessarily male, given the gendered separation in the escuelas normales. 
 Those using traumatic memes in Ayotzinapa had no idea where they came 
from. Memes circulate freely, available for use. No one owns them. Memes 
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cite and build on previous practices without acknowledging where they 
started or who performed them. Only the most transmitted ones succeed.

The cluster or memeplex of traumatic memes— the grieving  mothers, 
photos, and the demands— accumulates affective and symbolic power in 
each new iteration. Memes, clearly, are not in themselves traumatic. They are 
not necessarily animatives, refusing the power ful performative, as I examine 
in chapter 2. They are agnostic—as capable of transmitting images and slo-
gans linked to racist virulence (Melania Trump’s “I  really  don’t care, do u?” 
in chapter 4) as they are in making claims for  human rights. Nonetheless, 
given their reiterative nature, they serve as a potent mechanism of reproduc-
tion of the affective traumatic charge. Trauma too, I have argued, is never 
for the first time. It is also known by the nature of its repeats.20 If, as Cathy 
Caruth argues, traumatic “repetitions are particularly striking  because they 
seem not to be initiated by the individual’s own acts but rather appear as 
the possession of some  people by a sort of fate,” then the contagious meme 
seems the perfect form of transmission.21 This is not to say that the meme 
is or repeats the trauma. Rather, it is a form of transmission that conveys 
the grief, identifies the loss, and makes the claim, all without providing the 
viewer with specific details of the disappearances. That’s its power.

Encountering the grieving  women, the photo, the demand for justice 
moves me, as a viewer, in profound and deeply contradictory ways. I feel 
pity, outrage, tenderness, frustration, a sense of impotence coupled with a 
sense of responsibility and po liti cal urgency. The meme summons me. I, too, 
want to be ¡presente! I strug gle to imagine the protesters’ loss yet resist the 
pain of engaging emotionally too deeply.22 The traumatic memes “carry an 
impossible history within them.”23 The more we engage, however, the more 
some of us try to understand, acknowledge, witness, and denounce (rather 
than absorb or identify with) the par tic u lar situation.

Traumatic memes, thus, are doubly charged, repetition as form and rep-
etition as content, accentuating the againness of the loss, the pain of the 
victims and survivors, and the impunity of the perpetrators. Forced disap-
pearance,  these memes communicate, exceeds vio lence against individuals; 
it’s an ongoing state practice that also undermines entire families and com-
munities left in permanent states of uncertainty and anguish. Are they alive 
or dead? What happened to them?  These traumatic memes underline the 
durational and globalized nature of protest as a response to continuous and 
globalized criminal practices.  Here, then, I look for the signs of the loss, 
criminality, and re sis tance by tracing the traumatic meme back from Ayo-
tzinapa to their first known appearance. Traumatic memes pull images and 
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memories of dis appeared  people back into the public sphere. They too are 
¡presentes!

II

In Mexico, between 2007 and 2018 some 250,000  people have been mur-
dered and 37,400 to 120,000 or so dis appeared.24 The wild disparities in the 
number of disappearances depend on  whether authorities include the mi-
grants from Central Amer i ca who dis appear in Mexico.  Those are the official 
figures.  Actual figures are believed to be much higher. The victims, if noted 
at all, become nameless ciphers in the official rosters. Most of the bodies lie 
in mass graves or have been dissolved in acid by pozoleros (a macabre play 
on pozole, the pre- Columbian stew popu lar in Mexico). Very few of  these 
crimes have been investigated, and fewer than 1  percent of the perpetrators 
have been charged and brought to trial. Many of the criminals,  human rights 
groups surmise, belong to the government, the military, the paramilitary, 
the police force, and drug cartels.25 International corporations, supported by 
the Mexican government, contribute to the vio lence by hiring paramilitary 
security forces to target  those who oppose their land grabs and extraction 
of natu ral resources. It’s impossible at times to tell who is responsible for the 
vio lence— the state, the corporations, or the narcos. Often the three work 
in tandem, creating a narco corporate state. Impunity reigns on all levels. 
Investigations, if attempted at all, inevitably get bogged down, evidence goes 
missing, and documents lost. Fighting crime in Mexico belongs to the realm 
of lost  causes. The deaths and disappearances seem to be accepted as the 
new real ity since President Felipe Calderón took office 2006 and declared 
his U.S.- backed war on drugs.

Yet in the midst of this new macabre norm, the September  26 attack 
shocked Mexico and the world. The 43 prompted a national and interna-
tional outcry that almost toppled the Mexican government. The number 
“43” became a meme, a rallying call for millions of  people throughout the 
country (fig. 5.2).

The tag line, “They wanted to dis appear us, and we appeared throughout 
the world,” captures the global force of memetic circulation.  People took to 
the streets demanding a governmental investigation, and proclaiming “Fue 
el Estado” (It was the state) (fig.  5.3), and “Nos Faltan 43” ( We’re missing 
43). Signs saying “−43” appeared everywhere (fig. 5.4). While  these memes 
circulated online, they dominated the public sphere. It was hard to walk any-
where without seeing them chiseled into the sidewalk, painted on the walls, 

Figure 5.2. “43. Quisieron desaparecernos y aparecimos en todo el mundo.” Poster. Date 
unknown.
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and stuck to lampposts and car bumpers. Moving through cities and towns 
in Mexico on foot or by car, it was fascinating to look down, up, to the sides, 
and notice where the memes had been placed. What neighborhoods. What 
kinds of cars.  People with and without internet encountered the meme many 
times a day. Why, I wondered, this outrage over 43 dis appeared students 
when more than 200,000  others have been killed and/or dis appeared with-
out repercussion?

Journalists and scholars have offered a number of impor tant reasons. 
The victims  were students, which certainly contributes to the outpouring 
of repudiation. The Mexican government has long targeted students and 
teachers, regarding them as unruly and critical. The massacre of some three 
hundred or so students in Tlatelolco Square, a working- class neighborhood 
of Mexico City, at the height of the student movement in 1968 was only the 
most egregious example, and it has carried symbolic weight ever since (see 
chapter 2).  Every October 2,  people throughout Mexico honor the students 
who died in Tlatelolco. “El 2 de octubre no se olvida” (The second of Octo-
ber is not forgotten). The fact that students from Ayotizinapa  were tortured, 
killed, and dis appeared on their way to Tlatelolco highlights the continuities 
of State backed extrajudicial vio lence against students.

The students, moreover,  were poor, indigenous, and mestizo, and thus 
socially and po liti cally expendable. They came from the La Escuela Nor-
mal Rural Raúl Isidro Burgos in the state of Guerrero, which added to their 
vulnerability. Guerrero has always been the most insurrectionary state in 
Mexico, and Ayotzinapa is known for its po liti cally activist stance. The nor-
males have been in the government’s crosshairs for years. It complains that 
the schools are sapping the economy (although it pays less than two dollars 
a day per student), that the students do not contribute to the national good 
(although they become the underpaid teachers for poor, indigenous, rural 
school  children), and, more troubling, that the students are critical of the 
capitalist- militarized state.26 In 2011, security forces assassinated two stu-
dents from Ayotzinapa and tortured twenty- four  others.27 When one hun-
dred students took several buses and set out to Mexico City to commemo-
rate the Tlatelolco massacre, the military and security forces  were alerted.

That night in 2014, the narco state responded in full force: a mix of mili-
tary, police, and federal forces joined with drug cartels to attack the buses. 
No one understood why at the time. Even in Mexico, the brutality seemed 
completely out of proportion. The students commandeered buses  every year 
and brought them back without incident. More than a year  later, it turned 
out that the students had inadvertently taken two buses loaded with two 



p r o o f

5.3–5.4  “Fue el Estado” and “−43.” Date unknown. photos: diana taylor.



p r o o f

138 Chapter Five

million dollars’ worth of heroin about to make their weekly journey to 
Chicago. The drug route needed to be protected.28 That explained why the 
mayor, the governor, and the higher- ups in President Enrique Peña Nieto’s 
government knew what was  going on in real time.29 The collusion of govern-
ment and extrajudicial forces was clearly on display.

Another feature that provoked widespread shock was the viciousness of the 
assault. Julio Cesar Mondragón, one of the three students killed outright, was 
found dead and faceless on the street on September 27. Apparently the mili-
tary had gouged out his eyes, flayed him, and taken photo graphs, which they 
posted to Twitter hours before the body was found.30 The barbaric de- facing 
of the young student disclosed the dissolution of a social order in which “the 
responsibility of the ‘one for the other,’ ” as Emmanuel Levinas puts it, can no 
longer delineate “the limits of the State.”31 Presente as nothing, the absolute 
form of ninguneo, turning a somebody into a nobody, but far worse; turning a 
somebody into a surplus of terror and barbarity through the desecration of the 
very idea of the  human. Necropolitics, extending the destruction even into the 
very realms of death. The photo graphs, meant to intimidate the population, 
went viral on social media and sparked unbridled outrage. Why? Why the 
hatred? The dehumanization? What was happening? Where  were the other 
students? Almost immediately the missing became known as the “43.” In the 
context of countless victims, counting functions as an animative; 43, an exact 
number, enacted re sis tance. The meme as animative took on symbolic po liti-
cal force in a country that buries brutality in part by burying numbers.

In the years following the tragedy, the enigmas and the public furor have 
only increased.  After flows of misinformation, the government de cided 
to declare the students dead in November 2014 and have done with it. The 
students had been killed and burned in a garbage dump in Cocula (thirteen 
miles from Iguala) by a few no- gooders, said Jesús Murillo Karam, Mexico’s 
attorney general. The murderers had confessed, he added. Period. When the 
press pushed him to explain incongruities— the evidence that the so- called 
culprits had confessed  under torture and that it was physically impossible to 
burn forty- three bodies in a dumpster overnight—he walked away saying, “Ya 
me cansé” (I’ve had enough).32 Memetically, “Ya Me Cansé” became a rallying 
cry. Mexicans, too, had had enough, enough of the vio lence, the corruption, 
the impunity, the arrogance, and the incompetence. The Argentine forensic 
anthropologists who started their work in 1986 analyzing the dna of the dis-
appeared in Argentina  were brought in by the Mexican authorities in a show 
of good faith. However, relations became strained when the team found that, 
with one exception, the remains in the dump did not match the dna of the 
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missing students. The matching dna from the one student, Alexander Mora, 
bore no links to the putative scene of the crime. The evidence had clearly been 
tampered with, increasing the families’ suffering and the national ire.

Seeking international support, the families and advocates of the 43 began 
their caravan throughout the U.S. in 2015 to let  people know about the cover-
up in Mexico.  These van or bus trips by  family members and advocates have 
become a crucial part of the rights strategy for mi grants in Central Amer i ca 
and Mexico who felt that by being presentes, they could bring international 
attention to their strug gles for justice. As families of the 43 prepared for the 
caravan, former president Vicente Fox publicly told them to “get over it”: 
“It is good that they love their sons so much. It’s good that they miss them, 
and cry so much for them, but now they need to accept real ity.”33 But what 
real ity? The false one that the government kept force- feeding the population 
with doctored proof? They met the mandate to accept and forget with the 
animative to fight and remember.

In 2015, the Inter- American Commission of  Human Rights appointed 
an interdisciplinary group of in de pen dent experts (Grupo Interdisciplin-
ario de Expertos Independientes, or giei) to examine the situation.34 The 
giei arrived and worked closely with the families, government officials, bu-
reaucrats, and all involved with the 43. Their resulting report pointed to the 
multifaceted deception promulgated by the government.35 The 43, the giei 
suspected, had been taken to a military base where all or some  were inciner-
ated. They asked to search the nearby military base of the Twenty- Seventh 
Infantry Battalion without success. Their request to continue investigating 
was officially denied by Mexico, and the group was informed it needed to 
leave the country. Peña Nieto’s government no doubt hesitated to blame it-
self and its own military forces for its systematic use of extrajuridical vio-
lence. Anabel Hernández, a respected journalist for the weekly news maga-
zine Proceso, asserted that the army “ordered, orchestrated, and or ga nized” 
events related to the disappearance of the 43.36

Murder might be a straightforward act of brutality, but forced disappear-
ance is a po liti cal proj ect. It entails the purposeful mangling of bodies and 
evidence beyond recognition. Thus it always involves the state. As Mexican 
theorist Roberto González Villarreal makes clear, “disappearance is not an 
excess, not an error; it is a specific repressive technology.”37 Disappearance, 
he continues, “is not an event but a pro cess, an assemblage of actions, omis-
sions, confusions, in which many agents participate.”38 So  those shouting 
“Fue el Estado”  were right even if the president did not order the killings, 
tortures, and disappearances. It was the state, from the president on down, 
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that created the dis appeared by allowing all evidence to go missing and by 
threatening  those who searched for facts.  Those involved in the functioning 
of disappearance include social actors from the military and security forces, 
the executive branch, the judiciary, the technicians who  handle evidence, 
the bureaucrats responsible for filing documents, the compliant members 
of the media, and on and on. The politics of death, carry ing the vio lence to 
the desecration of the dead, and permanent states of exception during which 
 people can be tortured, assassinated, vandalized, and dis appeared, domin-
ate con temporary Latin American democracies just as they did during the 
U.S.- backed military dictatorships of the 1970s and ’80s.39 And just as in that 
period, the Argentine forensic team is back. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo’s 
cries of “¡Presente!” and “¡Vivos se los llevaron, vivos los queremos!” can be 
heard again  today as the  mothers,  fathers, and  family members of the 43 give 
voice to their trauma, protests, and demands.

5.5  Photo graphs of the 43 in Washington Square Park, New York City, April 2015. 
Photo: diana taylor.
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When the caravan came to New York in that April 2015, the group held a 
rally in Washington Square Park the day  after meeting the ppt. They strung 
hundreds of enlarged photo graphs of the 43 from the trees, filling the park 
with the presence of  those absent (fig. 5.5.).

The space was alive with photo graphs, cries of “back alive,” and calls for 
justice, producing an affective density and intensity— a memesphere. The 
parents animated the photos of their missing sons with stories about their 
dreams and accomplishments. The students  were alive, pre sent, resisting 
even from the space of death. The hundreds of  people who attended the rally 
repeated the forty- three names, one  after another, punctuated by the shout, 
“¡presente!”  Those who happened to be walking through the park and joined 
us shared the palpable sense of sadness and indignation as we followed the 
families from the park, up the ave nues, to the Mexican Consulate to demand 
answers. Bystanders and even police officers asked what we  were protest-
ing. When we told them about the 43, some looked shocked and saddened. 
 Others joined us, carry ing signs saying 43. The meme was contagious.

III

How did that meme make its way to New York in 2015? Where did it start, 
and how did it travel around the world? Given the unrestrained ways memes 
circulate, tracing them does not always prove a productive endeavor. More 
than once I reflected on the irony of my physically  going from place to place, 
speaking with  people and scouring the walls and sidewalks for traces, seek-
ing photo graphs in archives, museums, and newspapers, trying to track 
down an idea, gesture, or symbol that can jump from brain to brain. Rear-
guard theory, no doubt, staying close to the ground. But  every once in a 
while, I would catch sight of the meme and, from  there, learn about the con-
text. Memes can make vis i ble the continuity and circulation of practices that 
other forms of print and embodied transmission sometimes leave out. The 
po liti cal practice of disappearance, predicated on the notion of cover-up, 
makes it difficult to identify the crime. Are the  people  really gone? When can 
we authoritatively classify them as missing and, beyond that, as dis appeared, 
victims of an intentional po liti cal act?

The traumatic meme, circulating since the late 1970s, demands an answer— 
and provides one. Returning contestation to the public sphere, it displays 
evidence of governments’ criminal attacks on their  people, their youth most 
particularly. While the memes may not carry much specific information, they 
provide hints that can point to the relationship between the memesphere 
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and historical and po liti cal real ity. Following this trace, in fact, reveals an 
enormous amount about po liti cal practices. The memes alert us to disap-
pearances that other wise go unnoticed by all but the loved ones of the dis-
appeared. Registering the appearance of the meme is like catching sight of 
a large shadow. Is  there an airplane overhead? What, we won der as we look 
up, disturbs the light?

To the best of my knowledge, the first grieving  mothers carry ing photos 
and demanding “back alive”  were the Madres in Argentina in 1977, a group of 
unarmed, middle- aged  women wearing white scarves and holding or wear-
ing photo graphs of their dis appeared  children; they walked counterclockwise 
around the Plaza de Mayo demanding information about their whereabouts. 
 These  women, nonpo liti cal actors, came upon the cluster of memes by trial 
and error. They needed to be noticed as  mothers insisting that the govern-
ment recognize the missing as citizens, thus the photo ids. The demand, 
“back alive,” reflected their early hope of getting their loved ones out of jail. 
When that hope faded, “back alive” signaled that they would not accept that 
their loved ones  were dead  until the government acknowledged the murders 
and punished the perpetrators. Only then would they accept closure.

While disappearance as state po liti cal strategy did not originate in Argen-
tina, the junta was keen to perfect it.40 They launched a full- blown campaign 
to discredit the Madres (the “madwomen of the plaza”) and muddle the 
facts. In answer to the question “Where are they?,” official sources came up 
with all sorts of answers: surely  they’d left the country, run off with someone. 
Vanished. Get over it, they might as well have said.

The Madres’ staging countered the junta’s vacuous disclaimers with its 
simplicity, constancy, and determination. The per for mance they developed 
came out of the conditions of impossibility imposed by the laws and prohibi-
tions of the dirty war that forbade all sorts of actions: congregating in public, 
sitting in public for any length of time, protests of all kinds. Walking two by 
two, carry ing and wearing the photo ids of their  children, the Madres evaded 
the military’s prohibitions. As civil society had collapsed, and with it all pos-
si ble “space of appearance” in which  people come “together in the manner of 
speech and action,” the Madres subverted the space of prohibition into a po-
tent site of reappearance and re sis tance.41 Gradually, the  mothers’ role shifted 
into a per for mance of a collective, po liti cal motherhood,  mothers now of all 
the dis appeared. The Madres continue their protest into the pre sent.

However, we cannot call this apparently initial instantiation of a trau-
matic cluster memetic, as memes are, as I said, “never for the first time,” 
always a repetition.
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Informally tracking what I much  later came to think of as traumatic memes, 
I went to Chile in 2003 to meet with the group of Chilean  mothers of the 
dis appeared. They have a small organ ization compared with the Argentinean 
Madres but have been or ga nized longer, as the Pinochet dictatorship started 
in 1973 and dis appeared a far greater percentage of Chile’s population. Pino-
chet chose not to kill most of his opponents but to dis appear, torture, break, 
and release them, as I show in chapter 7. Releasing the traumatized, ghostly 
population of survivors, Pinochet thought, would be a message to further ter-
rorize the general public. The Chilean  mothers disagreed that the Argentinean 
Madres  were the first to perform the photo graphs of their  children by publicly 
carry ing and wearing them in the streets to make demands for justice.42 They 
too had used photo ids of their  children, but displayed together as a group, as 
the dis appeared. While my aim is to explore how and what  these traumatic 
memes make vis i ble, rather than adjudicate claims about where they started, 
my research shows that the idea of wearing the photo graphs, taking them out 
on the street, animating them in order to make a demand was initiated by the 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo. But, as impor tant to my argument, the protest by 
the Chilean  mothers reveals a diff er ent (though deeply interrelated) history 
of authoritarian necropolitics.  Because the  great majority of the Chilean vic-
tims returned, broken but alive, the 38,254  people tortured and temporally dis-
appeared did not have  people protesting in the streets for them, nor  were they 
acknowledged or compensated by the government  until the Valech Report 
came out in 2004. The “dis appeared” officially refers to the 1,248  people who 
remain dis appeared. The dissimilarities in the memetic practices make vis i ble 
 these sociopo liti cal differences between  these two movements.

From the southern cone, the traumatic cluster became memetic and 
jumped to many parts of the world: the Saturday  Mothers in Turkey, 1995, 
the Mourning  Mothers and  Mothers of Khavaran in Iran that started in 
1981, the Committee of  Mothers of Dis appeared Mi grants in Honduras, the 
Comadres in El Salvador in the late 1970s, and the Tian anmen  Mothers in 
1989 in China, among many more.43 Not all enactments are identical— some 
 mothers dress in black, for example, or remain stationary and  silent. Each 
uptake reflects contextual particularities even as it gains in affective impact 
by virtue of previous iterations. Each, in isolation and in tandem, points to 
the proliferation of disappearance as explicit state strategy.

Clearly,  there are many pos si ble routes through vari ous parts of the world 
that one could take to explore the replication of the traumatic memes and 
the specific historical conditions that made them useful, even necessary. My 
route tracks the meme through Central Amer i ca during the 1970s and ’80s, 
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when  mothers’ movements demanded information about their dis appeared 
in situations that shared many historical similarities.44

Walking through the Museo de la Palabra y la Imagen in San Salvador, I 
saw the photo graph (fig. 5.6). Who  were  these  women? I asked Carlos Hen-
riquez Consalvi, director of the museum and former revolutionary leader 
(alias Santiago) who led “Radio Venceremos,” which or ga nized and encour-
aged the re sis tance to the military during the civil war in El Salvador during 
the 1980s.45 He pointed me in the direction of the Comrades.

The Comadres, I found out, came into existence informally in El Salvador 
 after the 1975 military massacre of students from the National University 

5.6  Marcha de madres de presos politicos y desaparecidos (March of  Mothers of Po liti cal 
Prisoners and the Dis appeared). Date unknown. San Salvador. courtesy colección 
museo de la palabra y la imagen.
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who, like the students in Tlatelolco,  were protesting for better conditions.46 
 Women began looking for their missing  children, much as the Argentin-
ean Madres did, and started wearing black initially to identify themselves 
to each other and the world. Their movement predates the Madres by two 
years, but they formalized their organ ization and changed their strategies 
 toward the end of the 1970s and early 1980s, the period when the traumatic 
meme jumped from the southern cone to Central Amer i ca and Mexico. 
 Mothers who had lost  children during the U.S.- backed wars in Central 
Amer i ca started using the white head scarves, waving the photo graphs of 
their dis appeared, and shouting their demands (fig. 5.7).47

Who carried the memes? Did they know of the Argentinean Madres? 
One older Madre in El Salvador told me that the Argentinean Madres visited 
the country in the 1990s at the invitation of Catholic priest Jon de Cortina, 
who founded Pro- búsqueda (Pro- search) in 1994 to find the  children dis-
appeared during their civil war, many of them given up in illegal adoption. 

5.7  Madre de desaparecido en marcha en San Salvador ( Mother of a Dis appeared Person 
in the March in San Salvador), 1987. photo: gio palazzo. courtesy colección 
museo de la palabra y la imagen.
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But the photo graphs of the El Salvadorian  women with the white scarves 
told of  earlier transmissions. How had that happened? I spoke with  people 
who suggested that I speak to other  people— fittingly rearguard and slow, 
I thought, walking and talking with  others. A search through archives in 
El Salvador did not turn up any local press photo graphs of the Argentine 
Madres. I spoke with  others who suggested the descriptions might have cir-
culated by word of mouth or by radio, something harder to track. For  there 
they  were with the photos, the  women in white scarves, shouting for the 
return of their dis appeared.

In the late 1970s, the traumatic memes leaped to Mexico. This was 
impor tant  because it showed that disappearances cannot be  limited to the 
U.S.- backed dictatorships and wars that have tormented Latin Amer i ca.  These 
practices persist  under so- called demo cratic governments such as Mexico’s.

One of the most impor tant social movements that made evident the rou-
tine practice of torture, disappearance, and extrajudicial killings in Mexico 
during the late 1970s— and that took up the traumatic memes—was that of 
the Doñas of Comité ¡Eureka! The Doñas lost their  children to state terror-
ism in Mexico in the 1970s and ’80s. They, too, held photo graphs of their 
missing  children while calling for their safe return. Comité ¡Eureka! was 
started by Rosario Ibarra de Piedra in 1977  after years of looking for her 
son Jesús, a student who was dis appeared in 1974 for his activity in the Liga 
Comunista 23 de Septiembre. The Greek word “eureka” means ya encontré 
or “I have found it,” him, or her. It denotes not just finding the desired  thing, 
but also a pro cess, a heuristic, a way of life and exploration. This is what the 
search for the dis appeared became for the Doñas.

 Here too the search entailed walking and talking. Paula Monaco Felipe, 
a journalist friend in Mexico who accompanied the families of the 43 and 
published a book on Ayotzinapa, introduced me to Sara Hernández, the wife 
of Rafael Ramírez Duarte, dis appeared in 1977. Hernández has kept a rec ord 
of ¡Eureka!’s news clippings, posters, and other materials in her apartment. 
While she did not represent her husband in the demonstrations— that role 
was reserved for his  mother, Della Duarte viuda de Ramírez, in part  because 
¡Eureka!, like the Argentinian Madres, saw the affective advantage of defin-
ing themselves as a  mother’s movement— she followed ¡Eureka! closely and 
kept their files.

Sara’s  binders of materials offer evidence of the transfer of the traumatic 
meme as exiles from the Argentine and Chilean dictatorships  were granted 
asylum in Mexico in the late 1970s. Comité ¡Eureka! learned of the Madres’ 
strategies through them. The Doñas deliberately and strategically placed 
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their dis appeared within the sad trajectory of disappearances in Latin 
American dictatorships. They blasted the government for its hy poc risy in 
granting asylum to exiles of state terror while exercising terror tactics on 
its own population: “¡No Sólo en Argentina y en Chile Hay Desaparecidos 
Políticos! ¡En Mexico Hay Cientos También!” (The dis appeared are not only 
in Argentina and Chile! In Mexico we have hundreds too!) 48

While the Doñas started animating the photo graphs of their dis appeared, 
their practice reveals an intriguing variation on the traumatic memes. They 
wore the photos not in the plain plastic sheaths used by other Madres but 
rather framed them as relics enshrined in pearls and velvet around their 
necks. This handmade and religious dimension underlines the religious ho-
mogeneity among the Doñas. Madres in Argentina included many Jewish 
 mothers in their organ izations, as the military specifically targeted Jews. The 
use of the photo graph identifies the po liti cal demand— mother searching 
for missing child— yet its style captures some of the specific characteristics 
of the group.

 Today, the traumatic memes appear in Guatemala, Peru, Bolivia— 
everywhere that state terrorism dis appears its opponents. Currently, the 
Madres organ izations of Central Amer i ca use the photos and chants to 
make their demands in their search for their  children who have gone miss-
ing. They have joined the mass migration of young  people  toward the U.S., 
pushed by a variety of hemispheric  factors involving corrupt governments 
in the grip of multinational mining and agro corporations and by the vio-
lence of the drug trade.

One Salvadorian  mothers’ group, cofamide (Comité de Familiares de 
Migrantes Fallecidos y Desaparecidos de El Salvador [Committee for Fami-
lies of Mi grants, the Dead and Dis appeared of El Salvador]) consciously uses 
the traumatic memes they have seen in videos of the Argentinean Madres.49 
Their use of the photo graphs and slogans, however, has an added dimen-
sion. The mi grants who leave often change their names and nationalities to 
avoid deportation once they cross into Mexico—so the photo id is key not 
just in presenting the evidence of loss (as it is now with the Argentinean 
Madres) but in identifying their loved ones. And  because their  children left 
as mi grants, they have changed the slogan “Vivos se los llevaron” to “Vivos 
se fueron, vivos los queremos” (they left alive, we want them back alive).

The crimes against mi grants also qualify as disappearances, as the Madres 
cogently explain. They, too, enter the Kafkaesque world of systemic dissimu-
lation and cover-up. Official forces deny requests for information and refuse 
to carry out investigations. If coffins are returned to families, as sometimes 
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happens, they come with instructions not to open them. Families do open 
the coffins, of course, to make sure their loved one is inside. In coffins com-
ing from Mexico, they tell me, they have found body parts, or bodies of the 
wrong gender. One rights advocate told me they have seen coffins filled with 
dead animals or stones.50 In short, the vari ous governments along the route, 
including the U.S., actively participate in obfuscating the situation and de-
stroying the evidence.

 Mothers’ movements throughout the northern triangle have or ga nized 
caravans to find their missing, who, they hope, are somewhere in Mexico. 
Marta Sánchez started the Movimiento de Migrantes Mesoamericanos to 
help  women who  were already embarked on the search.

The crime of disappearance, she told me when I joined the Central 
American  mothers recently, is not just or ga nized, it’s officially authorized.51 
The government is fully involved in it. While the participants  were not fa-
miliar with the traumatic memes, Sánchez was, and she suggested that they 
or ga nize as  mothers, sensing the symbolic power of situating the demand 
for justice within a recognizable framework. Unlike the Madres in Argen-
tina,  these  women do not employ the language of motherhood to physically 
protect themselves. But  mothers throughout patriarchal Latin Amer i ca still 
enjoy a special status not available to other  women. The Central American 
Madres, then, started wearing the photo graphs of their  children and chant-
ing the well- known slogans (fig.  5.8). When their caravan arrived in San 
Cristóbal de las Casas in the southernmost state of Mexico on November 16, 
2016, where a commission of international observers I participated in re-
ceived them, they  were greeted by hundreds of supporters.52

As they walked through the throng, carry ing and wearing the photo ids 
and chanting “Vivos los queremos,”  people joined in the chants. Some of 
their  children have in fact been found alive— some in jails, in brothels, or 
held captive— ashamed or unable to contact their families. Most of the more 
than 100,000 dis appeared, however,  will never be found. Their remains lie 
unidentified in one of many mass graves. The Madres continue their search. 
“Buscamos la vida en caminos de muerte” (We look for life on the roads of 
death), they say. For the past twelve years, they have embarked on exhaust-
ing caravans through Mexico, stopping, asking, showing the photo graphs, 
and staging public protests. Walking for them too is a heuristic methodol-
ogy, a way of finding the truth about their loved ones. The Central American 
Madres have become a power ful force for  human rights in the area and be-
yond. Sánchez told me that their movement has sparked similar ones among 
mi grant families in Africa— a second generation of memetic transfer that 
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points to diff er ent heinous social and po liti cal conditions. Sánchez carried 
out an international summit of  mothers’ movements for 2018, a worldwide 
enactment of protest characterized by  these traumatic memes.53

So when the families of the Ayotzinapa students wanted to make their 
search and demands internationally vis i ble, it is not surprising that they, too, 
turned to the traumatic memes, even if they had never heard of the Madres 
or the Doñas. As early as October 4, 2014, they  adopted the language (“Vivos 
se los llevaron”) and visual strategies (the enlarged id photo graph) made 
famous by  earlier  mothers.54 Although the parents did not know of  these 
memetic strategies, their  children’s schoolmates from Ayotzinapa  were po-
liticized and likely aware of them. As  human rights advocates joined them, 
they drew from their repertoire of consignas (slogans) and images associ-
ated with Comité ¡Eureka!, the Central American Madres, and Argentina’s 
Madres. The memes made vis i ble not just the trajectory of necropolitics but 
also a strong trajectory of necrore sis tance.

When the caravans traveled through the United States, with  family mem-
bers performing the photo graphs and “back alive,” many onlookers knew 

5.8  Central American Madres on the caravan, 2016. photo: ray marmolejo le 
garec.
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it was about loss and disappearance, though many did not know how they 
knew. The replication and transformation of the memes underlined both the 
disappearances and the re sis tance. It seems impossible now to imagine the 
one without the other.

IV

What can the  mothers’ demands for bringing them “back alive,” the ¡presen-
tes!, and −43 with the display of photos and images do against the pro cesses 
of disappearance as a po liti cal strategy? Traumatic memes, having gone 
global, light up the map. They instantly mark the continuities of criminal 
practices and performed re sis tance across space and time. We who become 
witnesses can observe, investigate, hear testimony, and make our own po-
liti cal demands.

Traumatic memes open the space of appearance up to question. What 
kind of  people can claim visibility and recognition in that interaction? What 
happens to  those viewed as “what” rather than “who,”  those without access 
to the “revelatory quality of speech” that Hannah Arendt sees as fundamen-
tal for “ human togetherness” and appearance?55 If the “space of appearance” 
is forged by the presence of  people interacting and speaking to each other, 
then silencing and forced absence creates the space of disappearance, the 
nullification of life itself, the collapse of po liti cal and discursive space.

The dis appeared lie scattered in the desert or at the bottom of the ocean or 
in mass graves. As  those responsible obfuscate, we might follow geographer- 
artist Trevor Paglen’s lead in linking po liti cal to spatial practice to consider 
the river bottom and the mass graves as the necessary extension of the state.56 
Every thing that government programs try to hide turns up somewhere. The 
act produces material effect. Conversely, the mass grave or the protest points 
to the act. The shadow signals the existence of the plane.

 Those responsible for state terrorism continue to cover their tracks. No-
body knows for sure where the dis appeared are. “¿A dónde van los que se 
van?” (Where do they go,  those who go?) asks Argentinian singer- composer 
Liliana Felipe in her song by that name, dedicated to her dis appeared  sister. 
The erasure of space for the dis appeared, she says, threatens the space of po-
liti cal response and grief. When  people dis appear, she told me, “You  don’t 
have a place to put your grief.”57

Traumatic memes also powerfully transmit the continuities among the 
dis appeared themselves— young protesters, unruly students, mi grants, or 
the poor. The particularities might change— victims used to be called subver-
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sives in an ideology- infused regime; now  they’re desechables (throwaways), 
disposable in  today’s global capitalism that renders many lives precarious. 
During the dictatorships, the military kept rec ords of their victims. Nobody 
counts  today’s dead and dis appeared. Truth commissions throughout the 
Amer i cas examined the crimes against humanity committed by the armed 
forces. They all declared, “Never again!” But who, besides the symbolic ppt, 
 will bring up  these so- called demo cratic governments on charges? Nonethe-
less, the photo graphs of the young  faces, the −43s, and the  women’s chants 
provide evidence of ongoing criminal, state- supported vio lence.

What’s particularly power ful about memes in the transmission of mem-
ory and po liti cal contestation is that they can  free themselves from space 
(memorials and monuments— and the authorization and finances that rep-
resents), from bodies (the physical limits of the  mothers, for example), and 
replicate throughout public space— online and off.  People with and without 
internet encountered the memes many times a day. The  mothers’ bodies had 
given the first impetus to the traumatic memeplexes and memes, such as 

5.9  Embodied memes. 
Photo: Diana Taylor.
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“43,” which circulated widely and then  were picked up again by other bodies, 
 those with no personal ties to the victims. Now the 43 belonged to every one 
who strug gles for  human rights and social justice in Mexico.

The  mothers’ movements are affective, contagious, as well as communi-
cative. Their per for mance of grief and outrage delivers a strong emotional 
message. How do we make sense of their loss? Traumatic memes reappear, 
always asking the same question, always receiving the same official answer: 
silence. “It’s hard to give an answer,” says  Sister Valdette Willeman, from 
the Center for Returned Mi grants in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, where she 
works with deported mi grants and with the families of  those who continue 
to search for their loved ones. With disappearance, she says, “ There is no 
answer.”58

The social movements by  mothers of the dis appeared now span forty 
years. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo remind us that protest is a durational 
per for mance. Their re sis tance affirms the force of bonds that unite— love, 
care, loyalty, perseverance. Although they  were originally dismissed as the 
crazy  women of the plaza, their per sis tence contributed directly to the first 
Kirschner government bringing the perpetrators to trial. Protest, the Madres 
show, can work. The symbolic, and at times  actual, power of the “powerless” 
inspires  others to keep demonstrating, even though the odds against them 
seem overwhelming.

The Madres’ per for mance, like the enactments of grief and re sis tance, is 
far from over. It offers no closure. Like the Madres, who show up de cade 
 after de cade to make their demands, the memes repeat. They come back 
again and again to the now and always of criminal practice. Part of the reit-
eration comes from the fact that the crimes have not been acknowledged or 
adjudicated  either by the state or by civil society. Part of the memetic repeat 
stems from the traumatic nature of the injury. For the Madres and Doñas 
and Comadres throughout the Amer i cas (and beyond), the claim and the 
pain become transmittable, bearable, and po liti cally efficacious through the 
ever- present, increasingly ubiquitous, traumatic memes.
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We Have Always Been Queer

To María Elena Martínez,  
the primogenita of this work on Juana la Larga,  
who did not live to see the outcome

The Sting

In June 2014, during the Hemispheric Institute’s Encuentro (eight- day con-
ference/per for mance event) in Montreal, a very queer dispute erupted in 
the assembly of some eight hundred participants. A “queer” dispute  because 
almost every one on all sides of the clash self- identified as queer and trans 
and  because it questioned the meaning, scope, temporality, and politics of 
the terms as well. The dispute also questioned the ability of communities of 
self- identified we’s to walk and talk together across divides. Who are we? 
What do we do, study, practice, care about? The Hemispheric Institute came 
into being to open spaces of exchange, of mutual appearance and recogni-
tion, for artists, scholars, and activists in the Amer i cas who share strug gles 
for social justice. We- making too, the founding aspiration  behind Hemi and 
this book, seemed a failed per for mance.

Jesusa Rodríguez and her Argentine wife/artistic partner, Liliana Felipe, 
two of Mexico’s most radical per for mance artists and activists, had presented 
a play, Juana la Larga (Long Juana), developed from archival documents 
they encountered through their conversations with queer Mexican historian 
María Elena Martínez. Juana Aguilar, an eighteenth- century intersex per-
son from Central Amer i ca, was accused by the Inquisition of committing 
“abominable sins” (sodomy) with men and  women.1 This was their first per-
for mance piece, they said, that directly addressed the issues of sexuality.2 

SIX
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The reaction to some ele ments in the per for mance threatened to derail the 
entire Encuentro. The Encuentro, as trans theorist Jack Halberstam noted, 
“turned, overnight, from a wildly imaginative series of per for mances, talks, 
and theatre productions into a somber event.”3

First, the way- back story.
According to the archival documents Martínez showed Rodríguez 

and Felipe, the Royal Protomedicato— the official authority in medical 
 matters— asked Narciso Esparragosa y Gallardo, a well- respected surgeon, 
to examine Juana Aguilar’s sexual organs and determine  whether “she” could 
have committed the crimes of sodomy attributed to “her.” The report written 
by Esparragosa performs a complicated conjuring into present/e of Aguilar. 
It notes that “she” dressed as a female and used the female pronoun in re-
ferring to “her,” as  will I for lack of a more appropriate pronoun, given the 
historical context, though always in quotations. Esparragosa explored Agui-
lar’s body repeatedly and minutely, concluding that Aguilar was not a “her-
maphrodite” as the foolish midwives and old- fashioned doctors who had 
examined “her” previously had affirmed. Hermaphrodites, supposedly “una 
idéntica persona con dos sexos” (one self- same person with two sexes),  don’t 

6.1  Jesusa Rodríguez in Juana la Larga, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, Montreal, 2014. 
photo: julio pantoja.
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exist.4  They’re mythical, he went on to say, “chimeric,” made up as “monsters 
of nature.” Esparragosa, proud of being an eminent, learned, and enlight-
ened figure of the new age at the dawn of the nineteenth  century, sets out 
to unmask the phantom through his use of observation and reasoning.5 He 
explains his method: he  will first meticulously describe the “natu ral” appear-
ance of female genitalia to  later demonstrate all the ways in which Aguilar 
deviates from the norm.6 He pays special attention to the clitoris, and notes 
that especially large ones have been observed previously, especially among 
 women from Egypt and other “oriental” countries. Clitoridectomies make 
 those  women “apt for marriage.”7 While he grants that the clitoris enhances 
sexual plea sure in  women, he condemns the “reprehensible abuse that some 
 women have committed of satiating their lasciviousness, defrauding that 
which nature has given to men.”8 The carefully examined anatomical ob-
servations turn immediately into a racist, misogynist, and violent discourse 
and unexamined worldview.

During the physical exam of Aguilar, Esparragosa identifies features (two 
glands the size of cocoa beans and menstruation) associated with one or the 
other gender. He concludes that Aguilar, “far from uniting two sexes,” 
has neither: not a hermaphrodite, not a man, not a  woman, but “sexually 
neutral . . .  like certain bees.” “Rare phenomena!” he asserts repeatedly. Not 
the monster of nature, like the hermaphrodite, Aguilar becomes monstrous 
in medical terms. “She” is so deviant, so singular and rare as to escape all 
pos si ble classification. A “trick of nature,” perhaps, like the chimera and 
mythological creatures he so handily dismissed.9 How, then, to label or clas-
sify Juana la Larga, who is apparently all lack? Admitting that he cannot, he 
continues to assign Aguilar the female pronoun, inadvertently distinguishing 
a volitional, social, and sexual identity from an anatomical one. “She” enters 
the lit er a ture as a “truly unhappy person,” a submissive mute creature with 
“misplaced and confused organs.”10 Esparragosa enters the lit er a ture as a lo-
quacious expert, legitimating, as Martha Few writes, “medicine’s authority, 
and his own as a medical practitioner, to judge cases of sexual ambiguity.”11

Juana may have been declared “sexually neutral, like certain bees,” but 
the sting kept stinging. Medical,  legal, social, sexual, and even psychological 
identity  were all in play in this investigation, mutually constructed through 
and against a  silent, captive person. Aguilar’s fate literally comes down to 
the clitoris.  After rubbing Aguilar’s clitoris repeatedly without being able to 
produce an erection, Esparragosa determines that “she” is physically inca-
pable of having committed the crime of sodomy attributed to her. At worst, 
she might have engaged in “obscene confrictation that usually happens 

6.1  Jesusa Rodríguez in Juana la Larga, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, Montreal, 2014. 
photo: julio pantoja.
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between two  women” but that cannot amount to much as it lacks “seminal 
pollution.”12 Juana la Larga’s case, therefore, “falls outside every thing that 
the laws have sanctioned in this  matter.”13 Given her anatomy, he argued, 
she should not be found guilty of the acts brought to the Inquisition.  Here 
we have an early version of what  today the law knows as the “impossibil-
ity defense . . .  a criminal defense occasionally used when a defendant is ac-
cused of a criminal attempt that failed only  because the crime was factually 
or legally impossible to commit.”14 To prove his findings, Esparragosa cited 
leading Eu ro pean authorities on the topic and commissioned a local artist 
to draw Aguilar’s genitals from two diff er ent perspectives and made copies, 
available upon request. He submitted his report and, for good mea sure, pub-
lished it in the Gazeta, Guatemala’s official daily.

The documentation shows that Juana Aguilar endured at least ten years 
of public shaming. “She” was turned into the object of  legal charges, medical 
probes, debates, and other physical violations such as having “her” genitals 
drawn and story circulated through the news.15 In fact, “she” is nothing more 
than “her” genitals, denied a voice and perspective in all the proceedings. 
“She,” as a person, is unmade.

Rodríguez and Felipe  were drawn to the case for several reasons. As 
María Elena Martínez recounts, Rodríguez loved “the theatricality of the 
name . . .  at once concrete and derogatory.”16 They empathized with the sting 
of discrimination, injury, and vio lence Aguilar experienced at the hands of 
the church, the law, the press, and the medical authorities. Both  women 
relished poking fun at the Catholic Church and the Inquisition and took 
advantage of any opportunity to ridicule  those men who condemn or dis-
parage same- sex plea sure.17 Octavio Paz suffered a similar fate in their play 
about Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz.18 Gradually, Rodríguez became interested 
in Esparragosa, in part  because her  father was a thoracic surgeon up to date 
with Western practices. She was struck, Martínez notes, by “Esparragosa’s 
reading of Aguilar’s body through Eu ro pean lenses and a Western medi-
cine that labelled her as strange and monstrous to exert its authority over 
her . . .  as well as his misogyny, homophobia, and paternalism.”19 As impor-
tant, Rodríguez and Felipe urgently wanted to call attention to the escalation 
of vio lence against cis and trans  women— “ women of all sexes,” as they put 
it. Sixty- four thousand  women and girls are killed in the world  every year, 
one  every three hours in Mexico alone.20

The per for mance takes place on a stage with a mortuary  table. An inert 
body lies covered by a shroud. In the dark, a nun hand puppet screams out 
from between the dark curtains that cover the back of the stage: “Get out of 
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 here immediately,  children of concupiscence! Get your sinning fannies out 
of  those chairs and save your souls from ruin! The third bell  hasn’t sounded 
yet. You still have time. Leave before it’s too late!!” The third bell rings. Oops. 
Too late.21

Rodríguez, dressed as a physician, stands over the body,  later to be re-
vealed as Juana. She uses the anatomical dummy to reflect comically on a 
series of issues ranging from vio lence against  women to homophobia to co-
lonialism through a string of cabaret- style numbers punctuated with songs 
played and performed by Felipe, a major musician in her own right. From 
the opening line, “the highest secrets of life are written in the body,” they 
raise expectations only to shatter them. In a grandiloquent voice Rodríguez 
proclaims, “Practically all socie ties, past and pre sent, have asked themselves: 
what is man’s place in the cosmos?” Majestic piano notes. Regular voice: 
“Well,  today we  won’t talk about that.” Laughter. Pause. “ Today,  we’ll talk 
about the place of  woman.”  Every line sets up a punch line.

The per for mance was humorous, as almost all of Rodríguez and Felipe’s 
work is. Less a play than a cabaret piece, it is a collage of skits and songs. 
Though usually hilarious, the impersonations at times push, even violate, 
the bound aries of acceptable taste. Gendered and sexual vio lence, for starters, 
is not usually considered a laughing  matter. They make fun of Spaniards, 
Argentines, Barbie from the U.S., the Canadian immigration ser vice, and 
every one  else, including lesbians and themselves. They use accents and fa-
cial expressions as they rant and rave against all manifestations of colonial 
and authoritarian power: “Coño!” (a very common expletive meaning cunt) 
Felipe repeatedly exclaims as a macho Argentinean character.

The use of caricature, songs, vaudev illian gags, oversimplifications, and 
double entendres to tell a very complex history of conquest, slavery, mi-
sogyny, homophobia, and vio lence against  women draws the audience into 
a rhythm of push and pull. In one duet, Rodríguez and Felipe perform a 
synchronized dance of the clitoris, “the only organ in the  human body de-
signed only for plea sure.” In another, they wrestle with the colonizing and 
disciplinary puppet nun with the Castilian accent who derides them for not 
being funny: “So old fashioned! Man, what an ugly way to grow old. You 
should know when to retire.” They play constantly as they veer in and out of 
acts and words that point to diff er ent kinds of vio lence. In their “master class 
in anatomy,” they make jokes about definitions, chromosomes, orgasms, and 
other supposed markers of gender and sexual identity. They call in experts 
to elucidate the conundrums: Dr. Helen O’Connell, Australian urologist and 
“ mother of the clitoris,” and Dr. Katsuhiko Hayashi of Japan. Rodríguez did 
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a particularly offensive rendition of yellow face to depict the Japa nese doc-
tor. “Why do that?” I asked Rodríguez  later. She told me she developed the 
facial expression, or facial mask as I call it,22 to impersonate former president 
Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, the man responsible for the massacre of the students 
back in 1968. He had a famous overbite, the butt of many jokes in Mexico, 
and it seemed a shame not to use it, she thought. She considered it funny, 
not racist. Part of the blind spot stems from Mexico’s ideology of mestizaje 
that claims to supersede race itself— how can  there be racism if  we’re all 
mestizos?23 Humor, in fact, has long been used to reproduce and naturalize 
“racialized systems of domination,”24 something that  those of us from Mex-
ico usually come to learn and unlearn the hard way. Rodríguez and Felipe 
considered it simply part of their laughing at every thing and every one to 
make their point, and the sting is sharp— vio lence against  women continues 
unabated across all arenas: po liti cal, domestic, medical, archival, and so on.

Then, twenty- two minutes into the per for mance, Narciso Esparragosa y 
Gallardo comes onstage, a bespectacled Rodríguez in a wig and muttonchop 
whis kers dressed in an embroidered red velvet overcoat, lace ruffled shirt, 
breeches, white silk stockings, and low- heeled shoes with buckles (fig. 6.2). 
S/he begins to deliver an abbreviated version of the report. Her/his Castilian 
accent and tone is slightly nasal; s/he extends  grand words slowly, caress-
ing  every syllable in a deliciously pedantic drawl. His first name, Narciso, 
fits him perfectly. S/he struts about the stage in a self- admiring mode, mas-
saging the words in her/his mouth. “Seminal pollution” sounds like a deli-
cate perfume or fine wine. Rodríguez clearly enjoys the skit and makes fun 
of herself as she forgets her lines and has to peek at the subtitles projected 
on the examination  table downstage center to catch up. She even asks the 
person  running the translation slides to back up a  little. Humor breaks all 
bounds. On the  table  behind Esparragosa, the anatomical dummy of Juana 
is now upright,  silent, obedient. Plastic casts of the male and female organs 
stand on the  table beside it. The doctor points to and glances at the female 
organs, at times notably mystified, while he pronounces his findings: Juana 
is not male or female and therefore has no sex at all (“se es nada”). Juana la 
Larga is therefore “nothing.”

The per for mance winds down with a cabaret riff on ongoing coloniza-
tion and imposition of Western worldviews, starring more puppets (fig. 6.3). 
Covering the dissection  table and the anatomical body with a map of Amer-
i ca, North and South, Rodríguez declares that First Nations  peoples  were 
put on the dissecting  table by accident. “What do you mean, by ‘accident’?” 
Felipe asks sharply. “I mean, by Occident,” Rodríguez corrects herself. The 
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Conquistador puppet complains that Mexicans are so ungrateful— Spain 
“brought them civilization and the one true god, Coño!, and  they’re still 
complaining.” The Barbie claims the  whole continent for the U.S., the only 
“Americans,” and  people better get used to it. The Conquistador and Barbie 
compete for how many “fucking Indians”  they’ve been able to destroy— the 
former fourteen million dead in eigh teen years, the latter countless millions 
through pesticides, gmos, exploitation, and environmental devastation. Ca-
nadian mining is not exempt from critique. A small army of tiny Zapatista 
female fin ger puppets and figures take over the American continent and 
perform diff er ent version of hemispheric futurity.  Women,  daughters of 
 daughters of  daughters, stand on the four corners of the earth, defending life 
and the environment. “ Women of all sexes.”

The per for mance ends to enthusiastic applause and a standing ovation.
To return to Juana’s story, Rodríguez and Felipe took liberties with Espar-

ragosa’s findings that categorized Juana as gender “neutral” (as  opposed to 
“nothing”). The results regarding the Inquisition would have been the same.25 
We could go into detail  here, as María Elena Martínez does in her essay, 
and as Felipe alludes to in one of her skits, about the vio lence of Western 

6.2  Jesusa Rodríguez as Narciso Esparragosa y Gallardo in Juana la Larga, Hemispheric 
Institute Encuentro, Montreal, 2014. photo: julio pantoja.
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 classification systems and taxonomies, the brutal and inhumanizing ways 
that medicine has labeled and treated nonnormative subjects, not to men-
tion the merciless scrutinizing powers of the Inquisition.

Rodríguez’s “nothing” also stems from another genealogy— Mexico’s nin-
guneo. Octavio Paz, Mexico’s Nobel laureate, defines ninguneo as the “op-
eration that consists of making Somebody a Nobody. Nothingness becomes 
individualized, it becomes body and eyes, it becomes Nobody.” As easy as it 
might seem to align Aguilar’s sexual “deficit” with a Freudian notion of the 
phallus or a Lacanian theory of lack, ningunear is not a psychoanalytic para-
digm but rather a radically misogynist and racist act of ontological oblitera-
tion. Paz recounts, “I remember one after noon I heard a noise in the room 
next door and I called out ‘Who is  there?’ The voice of the domestic ser-
vant who had newly arrived from her village responded: It’s nobody, Sir, just 
me.”26 The genealogy of producing “absence” also dates far back—at least 
back to the conquest. Domingo Sarmiento, an Argentine school teacher, 
intellectual, writer, and po liti cal activist who became president of Argen-
tina (1868–74) tellingly described Argentina in Facundo, his masterpiece, 

6.3  Jesusa Rodríguez and Liliana Felipe in Juana la Larga, Hemispheric Institute 
 Encuentro, Montreal, 2014. photo: julio pantoja.
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as empty, desolate, completely without  human habitation, nobody  there but 
some Indians, “salvajes” (savages).27

While the designation “neutral” might have saved Aguilar’s life, the reason 
for the shift to “nothing” in the per for mance, I believe, is far more existential 
and po liti cal, suggesting that  women and nonnormative subjects have been 
treated as nonhumans in Mexico, the rest of Latin Amer i ca, and beyond for 
a very long time. Esparragosa continues his lecture while Juana, as  silent 
dummy, remains positioned on the  table, the object of conversation. It’s as if 
“she”  were not  there, reduced to an innate oddity. A puppet. A placeholder 
for the  human. The age- old power relations seem very clear. The coming 
into being of  women not as presence but as phantasmagoric, lingering ab-
sence has a long history. Paz sums it up: Mexican national culture considers 
 women to be “dark, secret, and passive beings.”28 “ Woman” is not included 
in this version of Mexicanness. In fact,  because of her, “we” Mexicans are all 
“hijos de la chingada,” sons of La Malinche, La chingada (the fucked one). 
“She” (like Juana) exists beyond the limits of the norm, outside of history, 
nation, citizenship, even humanity.  Women can never be  human beings in 
their own right, Paz continues,  because they “are only the reflection of male 
 will and desire.”29 This, for Paz, explains the vio lence against her: “Sadism 
begins as vengeance against feminine hermeticism and a desperate attempt 
to obtain a response from an unresponsive body.”30 While not affirming that 
this should be so, at times subtly critiquing it, he merely asserts that it is. Paz 
neutralizes and normalizes female nothingness, a “real ity” advanced not as 
the product of a misogynist historical accounting of a socio- political un- 
doing and ontological un- becoming with cruel consequences for “ women of 
all sexes,” but as a mere fact of life.

Rodríguez and Felipe make Juana the subject of their per for mance on 
sexual identity to reflect how Esparragosa, Paz, and  others turn a some-
body into a nobody, into a nothing, an impossibility, and then condemn 
them for bringing the vio lence on themselves. Esparragosa’s examination 
produces the coming into absence of Juana as a  silent, ambiguous, and 
feminized nothing through his act of unnaming and placing beyond the 
norm. Juana Aguilar, as a nobody, is one more in the long line of  people 
who do not fit into the identity- granting values and categories and, thus, 
are forcefully and/or discursively dis appeared. This disappearance is not 
volitional on Juana’s part, not an alternative way of living other wise from 
normative regulations.  There is nothing liberating in this instance of sex-
ual ambiguity. She, like many  others, the per for mance suggests, is con-
demned to a brutal end.

6.3  Jesusa Rodríguez and Liliana Felipe in Juana la Larga, Hemispheric Institute 
 Encuentro, Montreal, 2014. photo: julio pantoja.
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Through the per for mance, however, the artists make clear that Juana 
Aguilar has once again become an object of display— a pretext to tell an-
other story about gender vio lence. “She” as a historical person has vanished, 
in part no doubt  because the documentation regarding Aguilar’s fate has 
vanished from the archive.

The per for mance, for all its comic ele ments, enacted the history of con-
quest, misogyny, and continued dehumanization. Through the use of pup-
pets, dummies, ste reo types, and other forms of objectification, the two 
artists call out the continued and escalating vio lence and nullification of 
 women. Femicide, a term coined in Mexico to describe the gendered nature 
of the brutality, steadily escalates. A United Nations representative reported, 
“Vio lence against  women  isn’t an epidemic, it’s a pandemic in Mexico.”31

But the per for mance tries to do several  things at once. It resurrects the 
painful story of the historical figure Juana Aguilar in part to critique the 
colonizing practice of categorizing and disciplining sex and gender— a prac-
tice imposed through the Spanish conquest and colonization of the Amer i-
cas. It tackles the coming into presence of Juana as an ambiguous and dan-
gerous feminized figure through humor, destabilizing the assumption that 
gender, sexuality, and identity align in any clear way. How to determine who 
is a “ woman,” they ask, playing doctor— through their chromosomes, hor-
mones, genitalia, orgasms, and so on? They refuse to categorize or reduce 
options for “ women.”

On the other hand, the per for mance wants to call attention to the alarm-
ing aggression being directed at “ women” (broadly) in Mexico and the 
world.  Earlier in the per for mance, Rodríguez removes the genitals from the 
anatomical dummy and replaces them with a revolver. This, for her, is an 
allusion not to the biological or anatomical components of sex but rather 
to the cultural prob lem of the production of a very dangerous masculin-
ity. The monstrosity on display lies in the social construction of the bru-
tal, misogynist “macho.” This is not about a chimeric or ambiguous sexual 
identity but an intolerable fact:  human beings becoming and socialized as 
“men” throughout Mexico are viciously killing “ women,” boasting, and get-
ting away with it.  Here, then,  there’s a tacit assumption that we know what 
they/we mean by “men” and “ women.” Throughout the per for mance the 
tension oscillates between the desire to destabilize gender and sexual cat-
egories, pointing out the vio lence of medical and archival categorization that 
historically cemented current notions of difference and, at the same time, 
make an urgent point: that “ women,” brought into presence through a pro-
cess of systematic and violent differentiation, are being targeted and killed 
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for being “ women.” The per for mance attempts to resolve this tension be-
tween “ women” and unsettling gender in the last line with a cele bration of 
“ women of all sexes.”

The Hornet’s Nest

The next morning, via Facebook, the eight hundred or so participants of the 
Encuentro learned that a trans member of the audience felt humiliated and 
laughed at by both the artists and the audience members during the per-
for mance. He said it had brought him to the point of tears and that he had 
resisted the temptation to walk out. A number of queer friends agreed and 
reposted the text widely.  Those who had not seen the post heard about it at 
breakfast. The buzz circulated in Spanish, French, Portuguese, and En glish 
via the morning chatter and the did- you- hears. The sting announced the 
hornet’s nest. Annie Sansonetti pointed out:

A hornet’s nest is an apt meta phor. . . .  It’s what hornets guard when 
threatened. Rodríguez and Felipe’s per for mance and the discussions 
thereafter might allow us to feel the sting of the bee— the sting of being 
queer, of feeling trans, of queer and trans desire (wanting and longing).

Think of the sting of being nothing, of being laughed at, of laboring 
in the name of building a communal nest. The sting: a pinch. The sting 
is what happens when we begin to walk together— when we are too close 
for comfort. The sting is fleeting, one- at- a- time, worse before it is better, 
and an affecting aftermath of desire.32

The next hours  were full of discussions, accusations, and demands for 
clarification. In a brief impromptu town hall meeting that the organ izing 
committee of the Encuentro and I de cided to call that same day in the midst 
of a packed per for mance schedule, Rodríguez explained that her intention 
had never been to make fun of trans  people—on the contrary. Her artistic 
and per for mance work has always pushed for gender rights, sexual rights, 
and other forms of  human rights. Humor must be directed at the perpe-
trators of vio lence, never the victims. She did mean to offend machos, she 
added, who define themselves by annihilating femininity in all its manifesta-
tions. A tall, strong, trans  woman wearing a red dress, pearls, and high heels 
came up to the three of us on the slightly raised platform and thrust her 
hand within inches of my face. “It’s not their fault,” she shouted at me. “It’s 
your fault.” Fault? Do we go to the language of “fault,” as “lack” and “defec-
tiveness,” by “default”? I let the gesture pass, even as I felt physically attacked. 
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For all the talk in the audience of the need to create safe spaces, I did not feel 
safe. Again, Rodríguez reiterated that the vio lence against  women, includ-
ing trans  women, in Mexico is so virulent that she and Felipe had wanted 
to bring it to the foreground. She apologized if they had inadvertently hurt 
 people in the audience.

A contingent of the Encuentro’s participants wanted more time to talk 
about the issues that had been raised. Stephen Lawson, the queer Canadian 
per for mance artist (of 2boys.tv) and curator of the Encuentro, asked us all 
to postpone the discussion  until the next day so that artists who had come 
from throughout the Amer i cas to share their work might be able to continue 
with the programming. The majority of  those in the room agreed, and per-
for mance artist Lois Weaver of Split Britches or ga nized a Long  Table for the 
following after noon at the Library of Performing Rights that she created for 
the Encuentro.

The Long  Table

Long  Tables, developed by Weaver in 2003, offer a per for mance as an alter-
native form of discussion to traditional roundtables and town hall meetings. 
Based on the notion of a dinner  table conversation, she developed an eti-
quette that allows anyone to speak as long as they are seated at the  table that 
normally accommodates twelve  people at a time. If all the seats are taken, 
the person who wants to speak taps someone at the  table on the shoulder 
and requests the chair. The Long  Table ends  after an hour and a half. While 
allowing for full participation, the seating arrangement encourages us to 
look at  people as we speak to them. The face- to- face offers a very diff er ent 
form of engagement than a disembodied Facebook communication. Lan-
guage, affect, self- presentation— every thing, in short— becomes part of the 
transmission. Being pre sent, face to face, offers a more relational modality 
for discussion than throwing out a comment from the back of the confer-
ence room or through Facebook. Etiquette, also a disciplinary regime, re-
places the traditional hierarchy of invited speakers, while imposing its own 
structures of comportment. Lois Weaver read the rules of etiquette:

 There is no beginning
It is a per for mance of a breakfast, lunch, or dinner
 Those seated at the  table are the performers

The Menu is up to you
Talk is the only course
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 There is no hostess
This is a democracy

To participate, take a seat at the  table

If the  table is full, you can request a seat
Once you leave the  table you can come back

 There can be silence
You can break the silence with a question
You can write your questions on the  table
 There can be laughter

 There is no conclusion33

The  table was set with sheets of paper as a  table cloth and markers instead of 
cutlery. A hundred or more  people stood waiting for  people to claim a seat 
at the  table. Rodríguez sat at the  table, as did I. Felipe chose not to. The trans 
man who posted on Facebook sat next to Rodríguez but did not speak. The 
trans  woman who confronted me did not attend the Long  Table and said 
she would not talk to any of us.  Others at the  table, nontrans queer activists 
and theorists, made some points: the trans community bears the burden of 
always having to explain itself—we should not contribute to that burden; the 
trans movement is a central one that needs to be heard and understood;  there 
 were language issues and points of untranslatability. What (and who) was the 
audience laughing at? Was the audience laughing at what the artists said, or 
at the translation that kicked in a minute or so before or  after? Some pointed 
out the dangers of censorship;  others reiterated that Rodríguez should have 
explic itly referenced the trans population as she played with genitals;  others 
felt uneasy with artists being called on to apologize for their work. A queer 
theorist from Puerto Rico who is a professor at a U.S. university pointed out 
the dangers of mistranslation and misrecognition around terms and concepts 
combined with the challenges of engaging historical documents. The play, 
 after all, he stressed, dealt with the eighteenth- century Spanish Inquisition! 
“I understood it was a parody and that Jesusa was opening a space for con-
versation,” he said. But he added, “It sounds to me like the white  people from 
the North are once again telling the  women of color from the South how 
to do their work.” A Jamaican artist/scholar agreed that the discussion re-
flected a North/South divide: “the huge gap between what Jesusa was trying 
to get at” and the attitude that “ those backward Third World  people need to 
be taught  things.” Queer per for mance artist Peggy Shaw reminded every one 
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that  women have never been safe, and  women have always had to explain 
themselves, and  they’re used to seeing themselves ridiculed onstage and off. 
She expressed her position succinctly: “If you have a prob lem with a show, 
go make your own fucking show.” For the first time, a self- identified trans 
person spoke, saying, “The only person I can speak for is myself ” and telling 
Rodríguez, “I want to be in solidarity with you.”

And so it went.34

Rodríguez repeatedly asked for someone to explain the specific thing/
image that had offended them.

When the Long  Table ended, the trans man who had posted the comment 
on Facebook leaned over to Rodríguez and asked her quietly if he could 
speak with her.

The discussion did not finish  there. Unease and suspicion hovered over 
the entire Encuentro.

Jack Halberstam, who was pre sent at the exchange, referred to the in-
cident in his piece, “You Are Triggering Me! The Neo- liberal Rhe toric of 
Harm, Danger and Trauma”: “A play that foregrounded the mutilation of the 
female body in the 17th  century was cast as trans- phobic and became the oc-
casion for multiple public meetings to discuss the damage it wreaked upon 
trans  people pre sent at the per for mance.” He goes on to note that “contro-
versies within queer communities around language, slang, satirical or ironic 
repre sen ta tion and perceptions of harm or offensive [sic] have created much 
controversy with very  little humor recently, leading to demands for bans, 
censorship and name changes.”35  Here, the queer community is charged with 
lacking humor.  Later, in Trans*, he sums up the prob lem differently: “Rather 
than receiving the play as an in ter est ing piece of period theater, audience 
members became irate and angered by the depiction, especially since some 
parts of the hermaphrodite’s character  were played for comic effect.”36  Here, 
the comedy is faulty for trying to be funny, and the one audience member 
who expressed feeling harmed comes to stand for the entire audience that 
gave the per for mance a standing ovation. Clearly, this was not just “an in-
ter est ing piece of period theater.” It had ignited po liti cal concerns and sen-
sitivities across a broad range of issues. While Hemi Encuentros intend to 
animate participants to discuss and listen to issues that play out differently 
across the Amer i cas,  here the opposite had happened as participants tended 
 toward retreat and retrenchment to firmly held convictions.

Rodríguez’s answer to Halberstam’s blog post sidestepped the harm issue 
and noted instead the cultural differences around humor. She also pointed 
to diff er ent understandings, or perhaps assumptions, around queerness:
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I’ve dedicated my time to studying ancient Mexican culture, our heritage. 
Its worldview is based on a dual conception. This dual princi ple is male 
and female at the same time . . . (Ometecuhtli and Omecíhuatl). This 
dual princi ple encompasses every thing in our culture. From the very ori-
gins, opposite forces are conceived as complementary and not simply as 
opposites (which is the case in Chris tian ity). This duality, si mul ta neously 
male and female, shapes every thing and includes every thing. So the her-
maphrodite dual concept is integrated into all that exists, it is a basic 
concept that imprints Mexican culture with a special seal, including, of 
course, sexuality. This  doesn’t mean that we  don’t follow the controversies 
taking place in the West, or that  we’re unaware of the predicaments of 
so- called “modernity,” but no  matter what, we see them through this lens 
 because it’s in our roots and our origins, and is therefore reflected in our 
language.37

In other words, riffing off of José Esteban Muñoz, in Mexico we have 
always been queer. According to Muñoz (who himself was a gay U.S. Latino), 
“we have never been queer, yet queerness exists for us as an ideality that 
can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a  future.” Queerness, 
for Muñoz, is about futurity, “about the rejection of the  here and now and 
an insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world.”38 
For Rodríguez, among many  others, queerness and trans have always 
been with us, have always been us, although the same inquisitional forces 
that tried to execute Juana la Larga have attacked and literally demon-
ized  it (as cosas del diablo) for over five hundred years. It’s not only a 
 fundamental part of Mesoamerican life, but the trans muxe or muxhe 
are a socially accepted gender category in some parts of Mexico  today. A 
muxe, in Zapotec communities, “is an assigned male at birth individual 
who dresses and behaves in ways other wise associated with the female 
gender; they may be seen as a third gender.”39 The broad, encompassing 
notion of queerness and trans, for Rodríguez and Felipe, I believe, is a 
given. The po liti cal stakes of the piece for them, rather, are communicat-
ing the brutality of the misogyny and ninguneo— reducing the someone 
to a no one.

Becoming presente, or absent, as queer and/or cuir or trans across  these 
cultures, then, is a pro cess that includes differing notions of temporality, of 
ontology, of the cosmic order. Diff er ent ideological systems interpellate us dif-
ferently. As Rodríguez and Felipe suggest in the per for mance, many concepts 
 were brought in with the conquest and colonialism— linear temporality being 
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one of them. The bells at the beginning of the per for mance that precipi-
tate the puppet nun’s trigger warnings about lust and perdition reflect the 
imposition of Western notions of time through church bells that began 
to call out the hours for all to hear. By edict, the indigenous population 
had to live within hearing distance of the church bells. Time plays a role 
in The Final Judgment, one of the earliest known plays to be staged in the 
conquered Amer i cas, screaming out much as the puppet nun does: “I am 
time . . .  calling out to them, reminding them of  things day and night. I 
 don’t shut my mouth for a moment.”40 Church bells changed the sound-
scape of Mesoamerica into the postconquest pre sent. Like Juana la Larga, 
this play too is about subjugating  women and disciplining desire under-
stood as lasciviousness.

But for indigenous populations in Mexico and other parts of the Amer-
i cas, as with many communities of Afro- descendants as I mention in chap-
ter 1, time does not function as past, pre sent,  future. Where native languages 
and cultural beliefs and practices survive as living forces, the  future is not 
fully distinguishable from the past. We move forward into the past; our pre-
sent simply enacts the second of alignment between the past that is never 
over and the  future that is always  here. Para- times, para- spaces coexist, 
nested in and alongside each other. Guillermo Bonafil Batalla analyzes the 
“living presence of Mesoamerican civilization” and calls this “Mexico Pro-
fundo” and the Western imposition of civilization “the imaginary Mexico.”41 
When at the end of the per for mance Rodríguez and Felipe circle back to the 
conquest (using a wooden puppet of a conquistador and speaking with an 
outlandish Castilian accent) and place it next to the tiny doll figures of the 
Zapatistas, it’s not to underline the linear passage of five hundred years since 
the conquest, but the continuation of conquest by many means— the now, 
again, and always. The move also underlines the ongoing presence, force, 
and re sis tance of indigenous  people and worldviews. Close to 15  percent of 
Mexico’s population is indigenous, although a far greater percentage actively 
engages in indigenous cultural and belief systems. One of the under lying 
princi ples of this system is that identities exist in a state of constant comple-
mentarity and change. The Aztec “nahual” is only one way of naming the 
ongoing transformation and shape- shifting power that makes up the cos-
mos and every thing in it.42 Labeling tries to fix them in time and language. 
Rodríguez writes elsewhere of her desire to transcend categorization in 
her work and “leave  behind its gender prejudices— what’s impor tant is that 
spectators confront their own capacity for transformation, male, female, 
bird, witch, shoe, or what ever.”43
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The understanding that terms such as gender and sexuality and queer 
and trans are not understood the same way throughout the Amer i cas, and— 
more importantly— cannot be reduced to one more North- South tension— 
was again underlined at the Encuentro by the keynote delivered by a Cree 
queer writer from northern Canada, Tomson Highway:

Aboriginal languages divide the universe into that which is animate and 
that which is inanimate, that which has a soul and that which has not. In 
this conception, gender has no place what ever.  Whether male or female 
biologically, we are all he/shes emotionally, psychologically, and spiritu-
ally, as is God. And the resulting superstructure is thus not the straight 
line of mono the ism but the circle of pantheism, a system wherein god is 
biology is nature is the land. A yonic— that is, womb- like— superstructure 
as opposed to phallic is what we speak of  here, a design where  there is 
room for many genders.44

In this very queer cosmology, he laments the loss of spaces and geographies 
that allow for his language and culture to survive.

The Long  Table, then, became one more site for the difficult practice of 
self- naming and self- localization—in addition to other negotiations that we 
perhaps failed to recognize, let alone name and locate. As Anjali Arondekar 
notes, one becomes “non- trans through seizing po liti cal affect . . .  non- US 
through seizing po liti cal affect.”45 The pro cess of self- constitution, she con-
tinues, entails designating whomever one deems “improper as anachronis-
tic.” Instead of focusing on the shared experience of vio lence, risk, and harm, 
the conversation became about where  people came from, whom they spoke 
for, on what authority, and how they labeled themselves. Tomson Highway’s 
keynote had explic itly made the connection between location, naming, 
and risk—he knew that within the cap i tal ist, expansionist economy, he was 
deemed an anachronism, an improper outlier, a Cree, queer subject from a 
First Nations land that most refer to as northern Canada, who understood 
himself as part of a yonic system of constitution within a phallic world and 
thus doomed to dis appear. The death sentence had been passed—it was sim-
ply a question of time. He had resolved to die laughing. Humor, for him 
as for Rodríguez and Felipe, was a po liti cal affect that served to highlight 
the very concrete danger: within this economy of subjectification, certain 
populations are disposable. Harm and risk, for them, are collective, shared. 
 They’re all nothing, absent, nobodies.

Highway’s keynote, in fact, anticipates several of the issues raised by the 
Long  Table. On the one hand, the vision of complementarity and repair. On 
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the other, the impossibility of communication, the perceived anachronism 
of other ways of being and  doing, the singularity of the neoliberal subject, 
and the nontransferability of humor. The participants at the Long  Table did 
not all understand each other across languages and cultures. Instead of as-
piring to the expansiveness offered by queer and trans, Rodríguez’s “duality 
that . . .  shapes every thing and includes every thing,” every one individually 
felt the sting. The language of hurt and injury “create[d] the borders between 
selves and  others,” as Sara Ahmed puts it.46 The anachronism explic itly ad-
dressed at the  table was not just a po liti cal form of exclusion, as in Highway’s 
understanding of himself as a doomed subject within a system he could not 
control, forcefully thrown back (as opposed to a throwback) to other times 
and spaces marked for disappearance  because they  were incompatible with 
neoliberalist, masculinist expansion. The discussion also had disciplinary 
overtones in trying, as Martínez warned against, “to make [Aguilar] a part 
of ‘gay and lesbian’ ” and now trans history. “Succumbing to a classificatory 
impulse,” she adds, is “not unlike that which is pre sent on Esparragosa’s in-
vestigation.”47 This might have been a warning for  those who insist on labels, 
but it’s a warning too about the very power of labeling, a sovereign power of 
determining or delimiting rights and legitimacy. Ultimately, the two under-
standings of anachronism are related; the differences lie in perspective and 
positionality. (Who classifies? Who gets classified to nothingness?)

Translating humor, of course, posed yet other prob lems. Some at the En-
cuentro felt that Highway was making fun of them. “I love white  people, 
 don’t you?” he asked, looking at us, laughing himself silly as he  stopped to 
“re adjust his girdle,” as he put it. Many, however, followed the laughter to 
where he was asking us to go— a place of mutual ner vous ness and suspi-
cion. His per for mance asked us to sit with it, find our way through it, and 
understand that  others  were experiencing similar unease. The fact that we 
 don’t know and understand each other, and thus have no way of assessing 
our stakes or investments in the arguments, severely complicates even the 
most well- meaning cross- cultural discussions. We might be uneasy, but we 
 were  there. Presentes, though perhaps too tentative for exclamation marks.

Die Laughing

So, is humor— à la Rodríguez, Felipe, and Highway—an apt modality to 
address grievous and seemingly insurmountable wrongs? Comedy always 
has its costs. Too often, as in the example of the yellowface “humor,” com-
edy strengthens ste reo types, making them palpable, normative. Not funny, 
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many insist, rejecting claims to humor. Part of the hurt expressed by the 
person who posted to Facebook was precisely the laughter, the sting of feel-
ing laughed at and shamed. Some  people at Juana la Larga also found the 
yellowface racist, as did some audience members at Tomson Highway’s lec-
ture. Can humor address such violent histories? What to do with the genre, 
gender, racial, and sexual trou bles emanating from the continued use of 
camp and humor as queer, indigenous, and trans methods? Comedy is risky, 
not just  because  there’s always the threat of failure hovering around jokes 
but  because it puts the comedian and the audience at risk of insult, injury, 
misunderstandings, and hostility. Australian stand-up comedian Hannah 
Gadsby insists in Nanette that she is giving up comedy  because the self- 
deprecating nature of the form further humiliates  those like her who “exist 
in the margins.”48 Furthermore, comedy undercuts the importance of the 
very difficult story she has to tell. Like Juana, and like Rodríguez and Felipe, 
Gadsby’s story is about the soul- crushing undoing she faced coming into 
presence as a lesbian in Australia and about the rapes and batterings she re-
ceived from men. “I learned how to dis appear,” she says.49 Nadie. Ninguno. 
Nobody. She too wants “to try and change toxic and predatory male culture,” 
she continues. “Laughter is not medicine. . . .  It’s just the honey that sweet-
ens the medicine.” Laughter creates and relieves tension, she adds, much as 
Lauren Berlant and Sianne Ngai note it creates and dispels anxiety.50 The 
tension and anxiety are always  there, but comedy activates them and then 
helps relieve the pressure. Laughter might be a way to cover or “manage dis-
ruptive difference,” but it does not resolve the issues.51 The racism, colonial-
ism, misogyny, homo-  and transphobia, arrogance, and vio lence that Rodrí-
guez, Felipe, and Highway all bring to the fore only become more evident. 
Do we dare look  these in the face and address them? Berlant and Ngai make 
a crucial observation: comedy and laughter draw “insecure bound aries” and 
help us “test or figure out what it means to say ‘us.’ Always crossing lines, 
[comedy] helps us figure out what lines we desire or can bear.”52

Do we stay with it and try to negotiate  those bound aries, or walk out?
Hemi Encuentros, the per for mances of encounter, seek specifically to test 

 these bound aries,  these zones of instability and untranslatability, and ex-
plore the issues (however painful) that connect and divide artists, scholars, 
and activists throughout the Amer i cas.  These curated events enact the ideals 
articulated throughout this study: the promise of the conversations among 
many  others beyond the disciplinary fence, the Zapatista strug gle for a world 
in which many worlds are pos si ble, a more relational sense of subjectivity de-
veloped by walking and talking with  others, a collective awareness of harm 
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and repair, the hope that if  others knew and listened they might understand 
and care. Encuentros stage who “we” are. They challenge us to reexamine 
not just what we see but how we see. They bring  people together to explore 
our common and disparate concerns and strategies. Can we ever be a we 
or find ways in which our vari ous and overlapping we’s can speak and lis-
ten to each other? Or do we walk away? The way we do this is the way we 
do every thing. The Long  Table is one of the per for mance modalities that 
helps address the tensions frontally, face to face. Sometimes  these interac-
tions work. That is,  people feel they have been able to acknowledge the sting 
and move through murky areas— emotionally, po liti cally, eco nom ically, cul-
turally, epistemically, and so on—in order to hear and perhaps understand 
other perspectives.

This Long  Table, for example, opened a space for a brilliant rebuttal to the 
yellowface. The Asian American work group at the Encuentro performed a 
skit of  people dressed in yellow costumes from a previous art show. The fab-
ric had “it’s a small world” on it and was designed to critique racial ste reo-
types, as one member of the group put it. They did, in fact, make their own 
fucking show.53 They seemed willing to concede that in Mexico and other 
countries  these jokes might not be considered racist. By performing the ste-
reo types, however, they let no one off the hook for not knowing how they 
experienced that depiction as racism. If  there’s a commitment to unlearning 
some of the unexamined assumptions we take from colonialism, this action 
asked us to follow through.

Other times,  these interactions feel like failure. Participants sitting at the 
Long  Table seemed entrenched, not open to listening and exchange. As one 
member of the Asian American group put it: “The most shocking part was 
that no one  really saw us.  After we talked about it and realized: We  didn’t 
interrupt anything.”54  People at the Long  Table talked past each other or not 
at all. My sense was that the disconnect was less about understanding the 
impor tant trans movements, the ways that trans lives and theories diverge 
from queer or the ways that we inadvertently hurt each other, and more about 
the ways that identity strug gles can blind us to related forms of vio lence. 
We  were all talking about vio lence— the vio lence trans communities face 
 every day, the vio lence of racial stereotyping, the vio lence against  women, 
the vio lence of dispossession of indigenous  peoples, lands, and worldviews. 
Moreover,  these forms of destruction are connected— sharing deep roots in 
patriarchal and imperialist structures that thrive in neoliberalism.

Part of the prob lem of turning the vio lence into a personal grievance 
put it beyond discussion: “I felt Highway was laughing at us,” or “your 
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repre sen ta tion was hurtful to me,” or “I  didn’t feel safe when she thrust her 
hand in front of my face.” Conversation ends: I cannot argue with your feel-
ings or you with mine. Pain and hurt become individual, almost a neoliberal 
form of possession, “my pain.” We might try to re spect them and say “sorry 
you feel that way” and try to learn from them, but it’s impossible to have a 
critical discussion. “What about the pain of  others?” Ahmed asks.55

Time to stop.
Pause.
Listen.
It’s pos si ble to share and heal.
Acknowledge: It’s hard to unlearn.
Sometimes it takes a while.

In hindsight, and in conversation with  others, I came to rethink what I 
experienced as the gesture of aggression against me at the town hall meet-
ing. Repeating the scene again and again, I moved from the personal to the 
communal sense of injury. The gesture still stung me, individually, but it was 
part of a more generalized hurt. I thought it might be understood as a form 
of matricide (killing the first- world feminists that came before us) as some 
suggested, but it might (also) be an instance of what Susan Stryker calls 
“transgender rage . . .  a queer fury, an emotional response to conditions in 
which it becomes imperative to take up, for the sake of one’s own continued 
survival as a subject, a set of practices that precipitates one’s exclusion from 
a naturalized order of existence that seeks to maintain itself as the only pos-
si ble basis for being a subject.”56 Rage, perhaps, against ninguneo. Maybe we 
 aren’t supposed to feel safe in times like  these. When the bee stings,  there’s 
an urgency to its motion. The bee is in danger too. Perhaps this is something 
like transgender urgency set in motion: a call to action, to be pre sent, a re-
minder that transgender  matters, if we have always been queer. It all  matters.

Talking about vio lence and hurt, ongoing, repetitive, and relational, al-
lows us to develop strategies of core sis tance, solidarity, intergenerational 
alliances, or at least an understanding that communities have a diff er ent 
sense of what/when/how something constitutes an issue, an injury, a desire, 
a sting.  Women have always been explaining themselves; feminists have al-
ways been explaining themselves;  people of color have always been explain-
ing themselves; queer and transgender groups have always been explaining 
themselves; indigenous  peoples have always been explaining themselves. 
And, related, they are all at risk. Halberstam’s proposal that trans*  people 
find “alternative ways of being in relation to  others” such as “privileging 
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friendship networks” and “altering relations to seeing and being seen” has 
long served other communities.57 Surely, as the one trans person who spoke 
at the  table noted,  there are grounds for solidarity. As Peggy Shaw reminded 
us during the Long  Table, if we are  going to cast every thing as a war, we need 
to remember who our  enemy is.

What does “at risk” mean  here? Communities and groups of  peoples re-
ferred to in this discussion— women, queer and trans  people from the global 
south and north, communities of color, and indigenous groups are at risk 
of physical vio lence, desubjectification, discrimination, and economic mar-
ginalization at the hands of the very same forces.  These are not sequential 
forms of oppression—as in the old ones resolve, giving place to new. The 
vio lence and hurt are lived as past and very pre sent. Rather than separate, 
I turn to anachronism as a  viable politics to call attention to the seemingly 
constant state of againness of dispossession. Repetition  here works not only 
as a working- through but as a transectional politics. In 2014, the Long  Table 
performed the failure of the “dramatics of discourse,” Foucault’s scene of 
enunciation.58 Injury seemed to be the main item on the menu, and  people 
could not hear each other. We all felt the singular sting that happens when 
we begin to walk together— when we are too close for comfort. At risk, 
however was the very possibility of envisioning modes of core sis tance, per-
haps even coemergence, that might help us and each other practice other 
forms of knowing, being, and coming into presence. But change happens 
over time, and the effects and affects of  those conversations keep  doing their 
work. I could hear now what I  couldn’t hear then. My hope is that  these 
interactions— the walking and talking together— have only just begun. ¡Pre-
sente! yes, for better and for worse.
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Tortuous Routes
Four Walks through Villa Grimaldi

Prologue

This chapter invites the reader to accompany me on several walks through 
Villa Grimaldi and to think through the many issues this site (and  others like 
it) raise in terms of memory, history, place, per for mance, trauma, witness-
ing, and po liti cal contestation. Villa Grimaldi is one of the most infamous 
of the 1,170 spaces used for torture, detention, and killings  under the regime 
of Augusto Pinochet listed in the 2005 “National Commission on Po liti cal 
Imprisonment and Torture Report” or “Valech Report.”1 While it may be clear 
what the site is (former torture center) and what it’s about (the atrocities com-
mitted by the Pinochet dictatorship), it’s less clear who  these spaces are for 
and what they actually do. Is it for the survivors, painful proof of the vio lence 
done to them? A reminder and warning for the local population? Or for  those 
who know  little about this terrible history? The sites ask something of us, the 
visitors. The visits, landscaping, audiotapes, video testimony, artwork, and re-
source centers attempt to transmit a sense of what happened  there, to them, 
and at the same time engage us as coparticipants in the drama.

 Here I trace four (of many) visits I made to Villa Grimaldi between 2006 and 
2016. Why, I won der, do I go, and why go back, again and again? I’m not from 
Chile. I had nothing to do with Pinochet’s dictatorship. If anything, as a young 
adult living in Mexico City, I remember the Chileans who came to Mexico as 
exiles. We felt very proud of our make- believe democracy. And yet I go back.

How, and for whom, does a memorial site bring the past into presence?
Figure 7.1, a photo taken by Lorie Novak, shows the metal shards that 

the military tied to the bodies of their victims to weigh them down before 
dumping them in the sea in the Death Flights. The magnifying glass 

SEVEN
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 focuses on a button ripped off the clothing on one of the bodies. I had 
not noticed it the first time I saw the shards. Nor the second. The button 
is small, and the magnifying glass unobtrusively positioned among the 
metal. For too long I  didn’t know what I was looking at. The punctum, 
as Roland Barthes puts it.2 The detail that affects and “pricks” me. Plastic 
outlasts the  human. But the button is also the studium that provides in-
formation. The material link to the dis appeared person wearing the cloth-
ing. Evidence of atrocity. The photo, like my many visits, reminds me that 
I need to shift focus and attention in order to see, understand, and feel 
the drama of which I gradually, and begrudgingly, became a part. I un-
derstand repetition as form, through  these walks, repetition as content, 
repetition as an affective response, repetition as a heuristic, repetition as 
a per for mance pedagogy.

Trauma as Durational Per for mance

2006: Pedro Matta, a tall, strong man, walked up to us when we arrived at 
the unassuming side entrance to Villa Grimaldi, a former torture and deten-
tion camp on the outskirts of Santiago de Chile. Matta is a survivor who 

7.1  Button from a victim of Pinochet’s Death Flights, Villa Grimaldi, Chile, 2012. photo: 
lorie novak.
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twice a month or so gives a guided visit to  people who want to know about 
what happened  there. Chilean colleagues thought I’d be interested in visit-
ing the site with him. He greets us and hands me the En glish version of a 
booklet he has written: “A Walk through a 20th   Century Torture Center: 
Villa Grimaldi, Santiago de Chile, a Visitor’s Guide.” I tell him that I am from 
Mexico and speak Spanish. “Ah,” he says, his eyes narrowing as he scans me, 
“Taylor, I just assumed . . .”

The space is expansive. It looks like a ruin or a construction site.  There’s 
some old rubble and signs of new building— a transitional space, part past, 
part  future. A sign at the entrance, Parque por la Paz Villa Grimaldi, in-
forms visitors that 4,500  people  were tortured  here and 226  people  were dis-
appeared and killed between 1973 and 1979. I take a photo graph of the sign 
that explains that this place is si mul ta neously a torture camp, a memory site, 
and a peace park. Like many memory sites, it reminds us that this tragic his-
tory belongs to all of us and asks us to behave respectfully so that it might 
remain and continue to instruct. Lesson One, clearly, is that this place is our 
responsibility in more ways than one.

I look around; the place seems empty.
“This way, please.” Matta, a formal man, walks us over to the small 

model of the torture camp to help us visualize the architectural arrange-
ment of a place now gone: Cuartel Terranova. “Terranova” (new land) des-
ignated unexplored territories on ancient maps. Who knew the Chilean 
military was given to ancient scholarship? The mock-up is laid out, like a 
coffin,  under a plastic, slightly opaque sunshade that in itself distorts vision 
(fig. 7.3).

As in many historically impor tant sites, the model offers a bird’s- eye view 
of the entire area. The difference  here is that what we see in the model is no 
longer  there. Even though we are pre sent, we  will not experience it in person. 
So, one might ask, what is the purpose of the visit? What can we understand 
by being physically in a torture center once the indicators have dis appeared? 
Does the space offer up evidence unavailable elsewhere or cues that trig-
ger reactions in visitors?  Little beside the sign at the entrance reveals the 
context. My photo graphs might illustrate what this place is now, not what 
it was. So, why? It’s enough for now that we are  here in person with Matta, 
who takes us through the recorrido (walk- through). Walking and talking, 
presumably,  will bring the past into focus. Matta speaks in Spanish; it makes 
a difference. He seems to relax a  little, though his voice is very strained and 
he clears his throat often.



p r o o f



p r o o f

Tortuous Routes 179

The compound, originally a beautiful nineteenth- century villa used for 
upper- class parties and then weekend get- togethers for artists and intellectuals, 
was taken over by dina, Augusto Pinochet’s special forces, to interrogate the 
 people detained by the military during the massive roundups. As thousands 
of  people  were captured, many civilian spaces  were transformed into make-
shift detention centers. The military appropriated sites identified or run by 
progressive intellectuals and left- wing movements— the Londres 38 torture 
center had been the office of the Socialist Party; the Center of Humanistic 
Studies at the University of Chile became the Communications Center for 
the military, and so on.3 Villa Grimaldi, with its solitary confinement tower 
and cages for prisoners, was one of the most feared. One of the attractions 
of the villa for the military, Matta explains, was its proximity to a  remote 
military airport controlled by Pinochet, head of the Air Force. It proved a 
con ve nient place to upload prisoners to the notorious night flights, during 
which their bodies  were dumped into the sea, alive, weighted down with 
metal. In the late 1980s, one of the generals sold the place to a construction 
com pany belonging to the Pinochet  family to tear down and replace with 
a housing proj ect. Survivors and  human rights activists could not stop the 
de mo li tion, but  after much heated contestation they did secure the space 
as a memory site and peace park in 1995.4 Matta, among other survivors 
and  human rights activists, has spent a  great deal of time, money, and en-
ergy to make sure that the space remains a permanent reminder of what 
the Pinochet government did to its  people. Three para- times and spaces, all 
nestled in and alongside each other, with three overlapping and intercon-
nected histories, create this complicated space that even now has multiple 
functions si mul ta neously: evidentiary, commemorative, reconciliatory, and 
pedagogical.

The miniature detention camp positions us as spectators. We stand above 
the model, constructed like a toy theatre, looking down on its orga nizational 
structure (fig.  7.4). It was built, Matta told us, by students of architecture 
using his and other survivors’ notes and plans. The main entrance to our 
top left allowed passage for vehicles that delivered the hooded captives up to 
the main building. Matta’s language and our imaginations populate the inert 
space. He points to the tiny copy of the large main building that served as the 
center of operations for dina— here the military planned whom they would 
target and how, and they evaluated the results of the torture sessions.  Those 

7.2 (facing)  Map, in Pedro Matta, “A Walk through a 20th  Century Torture Center: Villa 
Grimaldi, Santiago de Chile: A Visitor’s Guide.” Villa Grimaldi, Chile, 2006.
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in charge of Villa Grimaldi had offices  here, and  there was a mess hall for 
officers. The space  housed the archives, and a short- wave radio station kept 
the military personnel in contact with their counter parts throughout South 
Amer i ca. Plan Condor, the transnational network of repressive military re-
gimes operating in Latin Amer i ca, in cooperation with the cia, shared intel-
ligence and helped persecute progressive leaders and militants on the run.5 
The model showed the small buildings that ran along the perimeter where 
prisoners  were divided up, separated, and blindfolded— men  there,  women 
 there.

Miniature drawings made by survivors line the periphery— hooded pris-
oners pushed by guards with  rifles for their thirty seconds at the latrines; 
a hall of small locked cells guarded by an armed man; a close-up drawing 
of the inside of one of the cells in which a half dozen shackled and hooded 
men are squeezed in tightly; an empty torture chamber with a bare metal 
bunk bed equipped with leather straps, a chair with straps for arms and feet, 
a  table with instruments (fig. 7.5). The objects reference be hav iors. We know 

7.4  Model of Terranova, 2006. photo: diana taylor.7.3  Model of Terranova, 2006. photo: diana taylor.
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exactly what happened there/here. Matta points to other structures. It is clear 
that the displacement offered by the model gives him a sense of control—he 
no longer needs to fully relive the image to describe it—he can externalize 
and point to it over  there. The vio lence, in part, can be transferred to the 
archive, materialized in the small evidentiary mock-up. He is explicit about 
the criminal politics, and very clear in his condemnation of the cia’s role in 
the Chilean crisis. He blue eyes pierce me, and then he remembers I am not 
that audience—an audience, but not that audience.

Looking down at the model in relationship to the larger space, I see we 
are standing on the site of the main building, usurping the military’s place. 
Looking offers me the strange fantasy of seeing or grasping the  whole, the 
fiction that I can understand systemic criminal vio lence even as we position 
ourselves si mul ta neously in and above the fray. We are permitted to iden-
tify without identifying. We are not implicated except to the degree that 
we can understand the information transmitted to us by the mock-up and 
by Matta, our guide. This happened  there, back then, to them, by them. . . .  

7.4  Model of Terranova, 2006. photo: diana taylor.7.3  Model of Terranova, 2006. photo: diana taylor.
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Recounting performs the spatial and temporal displacement. The encoun-
ter, at this point, is about repre sen ta tion and explication of the facts. I take 
photo graphs, wondering how the tenuous evidentiary power of the photo 
might extend the fragile evidentiary claim of the model camp. I know what 
happened at Villa Grimaldi, of course, but won der if being  there helps me 
know it differently. Can I, with my camera, do anything to further make 
vis i ble the criminal vio lence? The other vio lence, the economic policies 
that justified and enabled the breaking of bodies, remains safely outside 
the frame.

We look up and around at the place itself.  There’s not much to see of the 
former camp. The remains of a few original structures and replicas of isola-
tion cells and a tower dot the compound, emptied though not empty— empty 
of something palpable in its absence. No history. No one responsible. Much 
 later, activists planted rows of birch trees (abedules) to symbolize the fragile 

7.5  Miniature drawing made by a survivor, Villa Grimaldi, 2006. photo: diana 
taylor.
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and solitary condition of the ex- prisoners, along with their re sis tance.6 With 
the camp demolished, Matta informs and points out, but he does not seem 
to connect personally or emotionally to what he describes. Some objects 
have been reconstructed and placed to support the narration— this hap-
pened  here. A model wooden cell, one meter by two meters, demonstrates 
how four or five prisoners  were forced to stand upright in a tiny space for 
extended periods of time. The armed forces called them Casas Chile as an 
ironic put- down of Salvador Allende’s initiative to provide the poor with 
housing, small and cramped though it was. Matta told us that he learned to 
sleep standing up in one of  those cells. I imagine some visitors must actu-
ally try to squeeze themselves in the tiny, upright isolation cell. They might 
even allow someone to close the door. Do per for mance pedagogies such as 
immersion and simulation allow  people to feel or experience the camp more 
fully than walking through it? Possibly. Rites involving sensory deprivation 
prepare members of communities to undertake difficult or sacred transi-
tions by inducing diff er ent  mental states. The basic idea— that  people learn, 
experience, and come to terms with past/future be hav iors by physically 
 doing them, trying them on, acting them through and acting them out—is 
the under lying theory of ritual, older than Aristotle’s theory of mimesis and 
as new as theories of mirror neurons that explore how empathy and under-
standings of  human relationality and intersubjectivity are vital for  human 
survival.7 But  these reconstructed cells disconcert me. I am embarrassed to 
even think of entering in Matta’s presence—he was subjected to this cruelty, 
not me. How can I pretend to experience what he did? Rather the opposite; 
the less I see intensifies what I imagine happened  here. My mind’s eye—my 
very own staging area— fills the gaps between Matta’s formal matter- of- fact 
rendition and the terrifying  things he relates.

Matta walks us  toward the original entry way— the massive iron gate now 
permanently sealed as if to shut out the possibility of further vio lence. From 
this vantage point, it is clear that another layer has been added to the space. 
A wash of decorative tiles, chips of the original ceramic found at the site, 
form a huge arrow- like shape on the ground pointing away from the gate 
 toward the new peace fountain (“symbol of life and hope,” according to 
Matta’s booklet) and a large per for mance pavilion. The architecture partici-
pates in the rehabilitation of the site. The cross- shaped layout moves us from 
criminal past to redemptive  future. Matta ignores that for the moment—he 
is not in the peace park. This is not the time for reconciliation. His traumatic 
story, like his past, weighs down all possibility of  future. He continues his 
recorrido through the torture camp.8
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Matta speaks impersonally, in the third person, about the role of torture 
in Chile— one half million  people tortured and five thousand killed out of 
a population of eight million. I do the math . . .  one in sixteen.  There  were 
more tortures and fewer murders in Chile than in neighboring Argentina, 
where the armed forces permanently dis appeared thirty thousand of their 
own  people. Pinochet chose to break rather than eliminate his enemies— 
the population of ghosts, or individuals destroyed by torture, thrown back 
into society as vacant, ghastly presences would be a warning for  others. This 
coming into absence is the unmaking of the world. Life in Chile devolved 
into one of silence, suspicion, and fear of public space. Matta speaks about 
the development of torture as a tool of the state from its early experimen-
tal phase to the highly precise and tested practice it became. Matta’s tone 
is controlled and reserved. He is giving archival information, not personal 
testimony, as he outlines the daily workings of the camp, the transformation 
of language as words  were outlawed. Crimenes, desaparecidos, and dictadura 
(crimes, dis appeared, and dictatorship)  were replaced by excesos, presuntos, 
and gobierno militar (excesses, presumed, military government).

As we walk, he describes what happened where, and I notice that he 
keeps his eyes on the ground, a habit born of peering down  under the blind-
fold he was forced to wear. I see now that he’s back in that terrifying, unre-
constructed space. The shift is gradual—he begins to reenact ever so subtly 
as he retells, entering into a dark space in which we stand but cannot see. 
He moves deeper into the death camp. Pointing at an empty spot: “Usually 
unconscious, the victim was taken off the parrilla (metal bed frame), and if 
male, dragged  here.”9 Maybe the lens of my camera  will grasp what I cannot 
grasp. Looking down, I see the colored shards of ceramic tiles and stones 
that now mark the places where buildings once stood and the paths where 
victims  were pushed to the torture chambers. As we follow, we too know our 
way by keeping our eyes on the ground: sala de tortura (torture chamber), 
celdas para mujeres detenidas (cell for detained  women).

I follow his movements but also his voice, which draws me in. Gradually, 
his pronouns change— “they tortured them” becomes “they tortured us.” He 
brings us in closer. His per for mance animates the space and keeps it alive. 
His body connects me to what Pinochet wanted to dis appear, not just the 
place but the trauma. Matta’s presence performs the claim, embodies it, le da 
cuerpo. He has survived to tell. ¡Presente! Being in place with him commu-
nicates a very diff er ent sense of the crimes than looking down on the model. 
Walking through Villa Grimaldi with Matta brings the past up close, past as 
actually not past. Now.  Here. And in many parts of the world, as we speak. 
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I  can’t think past that, rooted as I am to place suddenly restored as practice. 
I too am part of this scenario now; I  don’t need to lock myself up in the cell 
to be  doing. I have accompanied him  here. My eyes look straight down, mi-
metically rather than reflectively, through his downturned eyes. I do not see 
 really; I imagine. I presenciar; I presence (as active verb). Embodied cogni-
tion, neuroscientists call this, but we in theatre have always understood it 
as mimesis and empathy—we learn and absorb by mirroring other  people. 
I participate not in the events but in his transmission of the affect emanat-
ing from the events. My presencing offers me no sense of control, no fiction 
of understanding. He walks through the Patio de Abedules; he sits on the 
semicircle that remains from the camp; he tells. When he gets to one of the 
original trees, used to torture prisoners in vari ous ingenious ways, he acts 
out some of the hanging positions he and  others endured. He suffered a per-
manent lesion in his shoulder, he told us, and his heart was affected. In front 
of where the torture rooms stood, he relates that the tortured body begins 
to release  water from all its pores. Although completely dehydrated, the per-
son cannot drink  water  because the remaining electricity in the body would 
electrocute him or her. It takes a few hours to de- electrify. And electricity, 
he continued, makes the body contract, so the torturers would tie the victim 
down with a leather strap. Prisoners  were left with lasting damage to their 
spinal columns, and often their sphincters. When he gets to the memorial 
wall marked with the names of the dead (built twenty years  after the violent 
events), he breaks down and cries. He cries for  those who died but also for 
 those who survived. “Torture,” he says, “destroys the  human being. And I am 
no exception. I was destroyed through torture.” This is the climax of the tour. 
The past and the pre sent come together in this admission. Torture works 
into the  future, yet it forecloses the very possibility of  future. Torture creates 
the “ruins yet to come.”10 The torture site is transitional, but torture itself 
is transformative—it turns socie ties into terrifying places and  people into 
zombies.11

When Matta leaves the memorial wall, his tone shifts again. He has 
moved out of the death space. Now he is more personal and informal in 
his interaction with us. We walk and talk about how other survivors have 
dealt with trauma, about similarities and differences with other torture cen-
ters and concentration camps. He says he needs to come back. The walk- 
through reconnects him with his friends who  were dis appeared. Whenever 
he visits with a group who is interested in the subject, he feels he is  doing 
what he wishes one of his friends had done for him had he been the one 
dis appeared. He transmits. He keeps them ¡presentes! Alive. He’s a living 
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monument, demanding justice, refusing erasure. His activism originates 
in  the death space— now necropolitics from the dead that fight back. 
Afterward he goes home physically and emotionally drained, he says, and 
drinks a liter of fruit juice and goes to sleep—he  doesn’t get up  until the 
following morning. His body still hurts from the torture, and he has devel-
oped debilitating aftereffects. We continue to walk, past the replica of the 
 water tower where the high- value prisoners  were isolated, past the sala de 
la memoria (memory room)— one of the few remaining original buildings, 
which served as the photo and silkscreen rooms. At the pool, also original, 
he relates one of the most chilling accounts told to him by a collabora-
tor. At the memory tree, he touches the names of the dead that hang from 
the branches, like leaves. Diff er ent commemorative art and memorials for 
the dead have been installed by some of the po liti cal parties and organ-
izations most virulently hit by the armed forces— the Chilean Communist 
Party and the mir, the Revolutionary Left Movement, among  others, line 
the periphery like small grave plots. Near the exit, a large sign with names 

7.6  “El pasado está lleno de olvido.” photo: diana taylor.
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of the dead reminds us, “El pasado está lleno de olvido” (The past is full of 
forgetting) (fig. 7.6).

And of course, the ever hopeful Never Again (Nunca Más). He barely 
notices the fountain— the Christian overlay of redemption was the govern-
ment’s idea, clearly.

 After we leave the site, we invite Matta to lunch at a nearby restaurant that 
he recommends. He tells us about his arrest in 1975 for being a student activ-
ist, his time as a po liti cal prisoner in Villa Grimaldi, his exile to the U.S. in 
1976, and his work as a private detective in San Francisco  until he returned 
to Chile in 1991. He used his investigative skills to gather as much informa-
tion as pos si ble about what happened in Villa Grimaldi, to identify the pris-
oners, and to name the torturers stationed  there. One day, he says, he was 
having lunch in this same restaurant  after one of the visits to Villa Grimaldi 
when an ex- torturer walked in and sat at a nearby  table with his  family. They 
 were having such a good time. The two men looked at each other, and Matta 
got up and walked out.

 Later a colleague tells me that Matta does the visit the same way  every 
time— stands in the same spot, recounts the same events, cries at the me-
morial wall. Some commentators find this odd, as if the routine makes the 
emotion suspect. Are the tears for real?  Every time? Is  there something fake 
about the per for mance? Is Matta a professional trauma survivor? But the re-
enactment, I believe, is central both to trauma and to per for mance. Trauma, 
like per for mance, is known by the nature of its repeats, “never for the first 
time.” We speak of trauma only when the event cannot be pro cessed and 
produces the characteristic aftershocks. Trauma, like per for mance, is always 
experienced in the pre sent.  Here. Now.

Trauma, studies show, lays down new memory tracks. Neuroscientists 
suggest that  these paths are physiological as well as material, fixed in the 
brain as a specifically patterned cir cuit of neurons. Being in a situation or 
place can automatically provoke certain be hav iors  unless other memory 
tracks are laid down to replace them.12 A cue or trigger can suddenly send 
the mind to para- spaces and times, experienced as viscerally and immedi-
ately pre sent. Vari ous kinds of treatments, such as immersion therapy and 
virtual real ity, aim to gradually and carefully expose  people to the place or 
 thing that traumatized them  until they can separate out the cue from the 
uncontrolled emotional onslaught. For  people trapped in the stairwells of 
the falling World Trade Center, for example, stairs may take on a terrifying 
dimension that makes it difficult, if not impossible, for them to use stairs 
or even take elevators. The therapy helps them internalize that the stairs 

7.6  “El pasado está lleno de olvido.” photo: diana taylor.
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are not in and of themselves dangerous or life threatening. Moreover, they 
may be able to access the memories of the day when they choose to, without 
being overwhelmed and disoriented by intrusive thoughts and feelings. The 
old cues no longer automatically transport the person back to the traumatic 
injury.

For a survivor of torture,  going back to the torture camp is a deliberate 
reentry into a painful memory path. Memory, we know, is linked to place— 
one clear reason why that place needs not only to exist but to be marked 
for the vio lence to be acknowledged. For any guide, routine serves a mne-
monic function— people can remember certain events by associating them 
with place.13 Through the recorrido, the act of walking, the body remembers. 
Matta, I believe, has been able to separate out some of the traumatic expe-
riences from his daily life, choosing to encounter them and even allowing 
himself to feel them in safe settings such as  these guided visits.  These tours 
then give him a way to keep his past alive yet  under control. A change in 
Matta’s routine might well change the affect. But routine also protects against 
unexpected affect— survivors can often recall some aspects of their torment 
and not  others— there are some places (literally and physiologically) where 
no one dares to go.

For Matta, both victim and witness, trauma is a durational per for mance. 
His experience does not last the two hours of the walk- through nor his many 
months of imprisonment—it has lasted years, since he was dis appeared by 
the armed forces. His reiterated acts of leading  people down the paths ex-
emplify trauma and the trauma- driven actions to channel and alleviate it. 
As with the  Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, the ritualized tour offers him both 
personal consolation and revenge. Memory is a tool and a po liti cal proj ect—
an honoring of  those who are gone, and a reminder to  those who  will lis-
ten that the victimizers have gotten away with murder. His tour, like the 
 Mothers’ march, bears witness to what gets spectacularized— a society in 
which judicial systems cannot bring perpetrators to justice— and what gets 
invisibilized: rapacious economic systems that dis appear certain popula-
tions. Yet the walk- through, like the march, also makes vis i ble the memory 
paths that maintain another topography of place and practice, not of terror 
but of resistance— the  will not only to live but also to keep memory alive.

Matta has been instrumental in building the evidence, investigating and 
collecting documentation on what happened at Villa Grimaldi and other 
torture centers, such as the names of  those detained  there and  those who 
worked  there. He worked to preserve Villa Grimaldi as a memorial site. He 
helped construct the model; he wrote and published the booklet, “A Walk 
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through a 20th  Century Torture Center.” He has actively participated in cre-
ating the external material markers that designate this a dark site. He has led 
countless groups through the site and even prepared for a visit without him 
pre sent. The book maps out  every move; the brutal images in the margins 
make vis i ble  every practice: “ Here the torture began. . . .” The book, given 
the nature of print media, tells the same story the same way  every time. It 
outlines the path and numbers the stops:  here  people  were tortured with 
electricity. . . .  The numbers in the book— like a tour guide— align with the 
map. Actually, it’s a double map— one layer shows the torture camp, while 
a semitransparent layer of onion paper outlines the peace park, with the 
pavilion, the fountain, and the numbered places of interest: “storage of con-
fiscated goods” and “sites for hanging.” A red dotted line outlines the recor-
rido exactly as Matta conducts it. This trace, then, is the trauma made vis i ble 
in the archive, envisioned by Matta to outlast him and transmit meaning to 
 those who come  after to visit the space.

Being in the site with Matta, however, is a power ful affective experience— 
one of a kind for me even if it’s a repeat per for mance for him. What does 
Matta’s per for mance want of me as audience or as witness? What does it 
mean about witnessing and the quality of being in place? He needs  others (in 
this case me) to acknowledge what happened  there, to accompany him and 
carry on the strug gle for the preservation of historical place and memory, 
that is, to become witnesses. “To witness,” a transitive verb, defines both the 
act and the person carry ing it out; the verb precedes the noun—it is through 
the act of witnessing that we become a witness. Identity relies on the action. 
We are both the subject and the product of our acts. Matta is the witness for 
 those who are no longer alive to tell; he is the witness to himself as he tells 
of his own ordeal; he is a witness in the juridical sense— having brought 
charges against the Pinochet dictatorship. He is also the object of my 
 witnessing—he needs me to acknowledge what he and  others went through 
in Villa Grimaldi. The transitivity of “witness” ties us together— that’s one 
reason he’s keen to gauge the nature of his audience. Trauma- driven activ-
ism (like trauma itself) cannot simply be told or known; it needs to be en-
acted, repeated, and externalized through embodied practice.

Torture, of course, produces the opposite of witnessing—it silences, 
breaks personal and social bonds, and guts all sense of community and re-
sponsibility. No walking and talking with  others allowed. Torture isolates and 
paralyzes both victims and bystanders, who are tempted to look away, turn 
a blind eye. Percepticide, I’ve called this elsewhere.14 Better not see. It’s too 
dangerous to see, to notice what’s  going on around us. This is why regimes 
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continue to practice torture even though they know that they receive no ac-
tionable information. It’s inaction they seek. My job, as I understand it, is to 
take action (maybe with a small a, as opposed to inaction), to acknowledge 
the vio lence generated by our governments, to follow Matta in his reenact-
ment, to make connections to the other events I know to be true, to write 
and teach about the place, or donate money, or bring other  people.

Still, I can understand what Matta is  doing  here better than I can un-
derstand what I am  doing  here. I won der about aura and worry about voy-
eurism and (dark) tourism. Is Matta my close- up— bringing unspeakable 
vio lence up as close as pos si ble? If so, to what end? This too is multilayered 
in the ways that the personal, interpersonal, social, and po liti cal come to-
gether. Walking through Villa Grimaldi with Matta, the oversize issues of 
 human rights violations and crimes against humanity— too large and gen-
eral on one level— take on an immediate and embodied form. It enables us, 
to paraphrase Fredric Jameson, “to insert ourselves, as individual subjects, 
into an ever more massive and impersonal or transpersonal real ity outside 
ourselves.”15 In our everyday lives, we have no way of dealing with violent 
acts that shatter the limits of our understanding. We all live in proximity to 
criminal vio lence— and though some of us have felt it more personally than 
 others, this vio lence is never just personal. This is the strength and weakness 
of this kind of memorialization— it’s so personalized and concentrated that 
it tends to focus just on the designated victims and space. But if we focus 
only on the personal trauma, we risk evacuating the politics. Standing  there, 
together, bringing the buildings and routines back to life, we bear witness 
not just to the personal and collective loss but to a system of power relations, 
hierarchies, and values that not only allowed but required the destruction of 
 others.

Matta, the booklet tells us, “feels a strong desire to transform history into 
memory.” He makes the past alive for  others through the per for mance of his 
recorrido. Yet trauma keeps the past alive in Matta as well— the  future is not 
an option for him as long as Terranova continues to call him to that place. 
The  future in fact might be a very diff er ent proj ect. In the best of all pos si ble 
worlds, the  future would mean turning this memory into history, the testi-
monial walk- through into archival and juridical evidence, Matta’s personal 
admonition into legally binding indictments against perpetrators, and visi-
tors into motivated witnesses,  human rights activists, and voters. Someone 
 else, maybe someone who has never been tortured, would lead the tour, with 
or without Matta’s guide. But that  future is predicated on a past in which 
justice has been done and/or trauma transcended or resolved. That  future 
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is nowhere in sight even though the arrow points us  toward the fountain 
symbolizing life and hope. The tour does not offer us the end of traumatic 
memory or the end of per for mance. Looking downward, we follow Matta 
as he negotiates this transitional space between remembrance and  future 
proj ect.

Contested Pre sents

2012: I heard that the renovations on Villa Grimaldi had been completed 
 under President Michelle Bachelet’s government, herself a victim of deten-
tion and torture in Villa Grimaldi; her  father a general killed by Pinochet. The 
space had been renovated and outfitted with an educational and resource 
center. An audio tour was available in several languages. It felt impor tant 
to go back— this time without a survivor, to try to understand how pres-
ence and voice affected my understanding of the space. As before, no taxi 
driver knew anything about the place and fi nally, one simply dropped me 
off at the address on José Arrieta. The outside looked very diff er ent, more 
institutional though understated. Inside, the homemade sign at the gate, 
reminding me to behave, was gone. A steel plinth mapped out the time-
line. Villa Grimaldi, I sensed, had been incorporated into the international 
memory site industry. Thus yet another layer had been added to the site. 
My photo graphs from my  earlier visit suddenly took on new evidentiary 
significance. A lot had changed. I picked up the headphones and transmit-
ter from a young  woman at the new resource center and chose the tour in 
Spanish. The room contained books and charts giving information— listing 
the detention centers in Santiago and identifying some of the officers who 
worked  there. As before,  there was no one  there, and I asked the person in 
the resource center if I might be allowed to look in the new buildings. She 
said  there was no one to show me but, sensing my disappointment, she 
handed me the keys and asked me to lock up and bring them back to her 
 after I was finished.

Even without the sign asking me to behave, or a survivor sharing his or-
deal, the keys on the heart- shaped key ring made me feel very responsible. 
I put on the headphones and started my walk. The quiet, rhythmic voice 
of the unidentified female audio guide informs the listener that the “Peace 
Parque Villa Grimaldi stands on the site of a former secret center for kid-
napping, torture, and extermination.” Without knowing who was speaking, 
I assumed that the young, fresh voice had been untouched by the vio lence 
she was describing. This was a new generation. The instructions  were clear 
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from the outset— move to the diff er ent points in the audio tour, marked on 
the xeroxed map.

Now the site is much more ordered. The paths are clearly marked and 
illuminated— some of the beauty of the nineteenth- century villa restored 
with the wading pools and multiple fountains. The site has been integrated, 
visually and po liti cally, into the surrounding neighborhood. The neighbor-
ing  houses are clearly vis i ble. Their view of the park must be quite pleasant. 
What do they actually see? The torture site has been domesticated— the vis -
ceral pain I felt with Matta has given way to repose. This clearly transmits the 
sense of a diff er ent po liti cal moment. With the opening of the new Museum 
of Memory and  Human Rights that same year, it appears that the contesta-
tion has given way to a time of ac cep tance and memorialization.

The recorrido followed the same route taken by Matta— the handmade 
model camp was gone, replaced by a new glossy and machine- made replica 
(fig. 7.7). Every thing was brittle and white, as in a deep freeze. The model 
made vis i ble the original structures on the site and  those added to it over 
time when it became an official site. I recognized the structures, but not the 
feeling. It had been drained of color, sapped of its  human history. It was a 
diff er ent kind of emptying than I had felt the first time I visited— the brutal-
ity of the de mo li tion had been replaced by the negation of life itself.

Moving to the locked iron gate on my own, I stop to peer out the aper-
ture. Now the designated stops are marked by plaques with the audio num-
bers and new tile markers, enacting the mandate both to fix in place and to 
update. But  there are some new buildings, locked. I find the key and let my-
self in. The cases  running the length of the cube- shaped building balanced 
on its side exhibit pieces of metal that the military had attached to the bodies 
they threw in the ocean so that they  wouldn’t float. For a long time I look at 
the exhibit and fi nally pay attention to a small magnifying glass positioned 
in an odd way. What is that? Fi nally I see it. The button accentuated by the 
magnifying glass offers proof, if any is still needed, of what happened to the 
bodies. In plain sight. How had it taken me so long to see it?

I keep walking. The crisp soft voice of the audio draws on a  great num-
ber of testimonies and gives far more detail than Matta did.  There are more 
dates, figures, facts. The separation of data into short bits makes sense, of 
course— supposing that the listener  will have time to move from place to 
place. I wander as I listen and feel  free now, without a survivor pre sent, to 
walk into Casas Chile, and peer out the peephole. I take a photo graph and 
won der what I’m  doing. Does the photo prove that I am  here? Or that it 
was  there? But where? This replica did not form part of the torture center 
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that I am ostensibly visiting, knowing full well that the detention center, and 
the objects, and the  people are long gone. The audio conveys a break with the 
past—no para-  about it. I continue on the designated path and listen. The 
segments are disturbing, not just in their content but in their fragmenta-
tion. They start and end abruptly— often  after a particularly in ter est ing or 
disturbing image.

Segment 5: Patio de Abedules— the men  were allowed to sit on the bench 
in the open air for a few minutes a day  under strict supervision.  Because 
they could not see, they depended on their sense of smell and developed a 
secret code of sounds to communicate. The audio goes dead. Wait, say more!

Segment 6: Cells and torture rooms . . .  the  women’s cells had a win dow 
painted over through which they could see the men being taken to the tor-
ture rooms. They could identify the men and their torturers. Next door to 
them was a room called the parrilla (or grill) where prisoners  were stripped, 
bound to a metal bed, and tortured with electricity. End of section. No, let 
me down easy!

7.7  Model of Terranova, 2012. photo: diana taylor.
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Next segment . . .  the same controlled tone speaks of unimaginable bru-
tality and describes a  woman captive with a voice like Edith Piaf ’s who sang 
to drown out the screams of the torture. No, wait! Next segment . . .

Even when the guide cites specific testimony,  there is no change in tone. 
As I walk, the voice points out the  rose garden, planted in honor of female 
victims. Survivors had spoken of smelling roses at the compound. The 
 women  were raped  there. So it seemed fitting to name each plant  after a 
 woman who died  there. Again, the need to individualize terror.

I fumble with the buttons on the digital recorder and feel silly with the 
headphones even though the site is empty. I get impatient as the voice tells 
me in a matter- of- fact way the po liti cal acts that led to the creation of this 
torture center. The details— the names of the generals, organ izations, and so 
on— overwhelm me. I feel face to face with History, and I miss the  human 
scale. The temporal and affective gaps expand. I feel tempted to pull the 
headphones off, but resist temptation. When the audio segment comes to an 
end, I pause, search the map for the next stop, and move  toward it.

I take in the facts but the voice does not speak to me, and I find the dis-
connect between the tone and tale distracting. It’s as if we could separate out 
the diff er ent moments, routines, and spaces. The pauses between segments 
too seem very diff er ent from Matta’s recounting. His silences  were full of 
memory. His face, body, mood transmitted his thinking pro cesses and af-
fective swings. I cannot identify the silences of the audio— they  were simply 
blank nothing, not even tape. If forgetting and silence are full of memory, 
full of life, the audio has a hard time capturing that life. I felt dutiful, but not 
engaged, as I followed the voice around Villa Grimaldi. Walking and listen-
ing  were part of a pedagogical exercise in Never Again.

I keep walking off on my own, peering around. Suddenly, I come across 
all the original handmade materials in a heap,  under tarps, in a shed  behind 
a building. The names of the dead have bled on the sign, reminding us that 
“forgetting is full of memory.” Memory, now updated with the new model 
and signs, is also full of forgetting. Someone’s memory- making  labor has 
been superseded (figs. 7.8–7.9).

All at once I feel very alone as I continue the walk- through and, as before, 
won der what I am  doing  there. If Matta needed me presenciar and acompa-
ñar, I realize now how much I needed him to experience Villa Grimaldi as 
a practiced place.

The voice without the body radically changes my experience of being in 
place. Alone, I do not respond, and (perhaps related) I feel less responsible. 
 There is no “I” or “me” envisioned in this audio tour—no  human being 
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who challenges me or holds me in part responsible for what happened. The 
communicative pact is now between two unknowns whose reasons for par-
ticipating in this proj ect remain unexplored. Instead of bringing the past 
up close and making evident the networks that link us not just affectively 
but po liti cally, the audio shuts (and locks) the gateway to that past. From a 
safe now, I enter into the land of long ago and far away. As I listen, I know 
this is the place  things happened to “them,” but I find it hard to connect or 
imagine.

What does this tour ask of me, the visitor? The voice thanks me for my 
visit. It explains that Villa Grimaldi is a material and symbolic trace of 
state terrorism  under Augusto Pinochet. The explanation clearly lays out 
the criminal practice linked to neoliberal economic politics. It says that the 
visit is a look to the past. Still, “we hope” (says the unidentified voice) that 
it prompts reflection on the pre sent and an impetus to halt  human rights 
abuses throughout the world. If “I” am interested in knowing more, then 
please visit the web page, and so on. She also gives me a phone number.

I take the headphones and the keys back to the office and ask about the nar-
ration of the audio. The person at the desk said she thought they had chosen 
a well- known young actress from a telenovela (soap opera) with no direct ties 
to the violent past  because they wanted the younger generations to identify. 
This, then, is no longer about Matta, and trauma, and justice deferred. It is 
about asking the next generation to understand their history. The multilingual 
audio tour also reaches out to international visitors.  Here is the very  future 
envisioned by Matta with his booklet, but he is nowhere part of this new post-
survivor moment. Memory has been actualized, and now the  battle lines have 
been drawn differently. With Bachelet out of office  after the constitutional ban 
on sequential reelection, right- wing businessman Sebastián Piñera became 
president in 2010. Villa Grimaldi and the Museum of Memory had lost almost 
half of their operating bud get. I spent some time talking with the  woman in 
the visitor’s office. Her  father had been a prisoner at Villa Grimaldi. He never 
spoke of his experience, though he has come back to the camp/park/mem-
ory site a  couple of times. The repose offered by the domestication of Villa 
Grimaldi and the lulling voice is not as untroubled as it seems.  These are still 
contested spaces, contested pre sents, and contested pasts.

This Is Not the Place

In 2013 I once again returned to Villa Grimaldi, this time accompanied by 
a group of colleagues from the U.S., Turkey, and Chile who  were part of the 
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 Women Mobilizing Change proj ect and wanted to experience the tour with 
Pedro Matta.16 Teresa Anativia, a close friend and survivor of Villa Grimaldi, 
accompanied us. She and Pedro know each other, and the tour this time 
was less scripted as the two of them spontaneously recollected incidents that 
took place in vari ous parts of the site. Teresa could speak far more directly 
to the  things that  women had experienced  there. She had already told me 
some of the terrible  things that dina had done to her and her companions in 
that place, and she had told me too about the first time she and other survi-
vors had returned  after the space had been reclaimed.17 They all met— about 
150 survivors, she recalls, outside the site and entered together. Once inside, 
the priest José Aldunate locked the portón shut forever. Never again would 
someone come through that terrifying entry way. The survivors hugged and 
wept in silence. She recalls that every one shut their eyes as they embraced 
their fellow survivors. They had never seen each other before. They had 
never heard each other’s voices. “The silence at a reunion of the blind who 
had been together and had never seen each other,” as she put it. They started 
to look around the space, covered with brambles and barbed wire, and rec-
ognized nothing. “We looked for  those places and we  couldn’t find them. I 
know I  will never find them,” she concluded. Afterward, sitting  there, I asked 
her if returning to Villa Grimaldi had upset her.

“No,” she said. “This is not the place.”
Then she added, “But my bones hurt.”
The redesigned space, landscaped gardens, roses, beautiful trees, the 

 water pools and pavilion had nothing to do with the place in which she had 
been tortured,  violated, and denied her humanity.

That “place” remains in her; she carries it with her everywhere. As Char-
lotte Delbo, the Holocaust survivor, writes in Days and Memory: “I  don’t live 
with Auschwitz, I live next to it.”18

What then, does the renovated Villa Grimaldi do?
At one point, during the early years of the survivors’ strug gle to secure 

the space as a memory site, the place was prob ably intended, in part, as a 
place to externalize and put one’s grief. They had lost an enormous amount 
in that place. A tortured  woman lost the twins she was carry ing. Teresa 
and Pedro both admitted to losing not only friends, but part of their own 
humanity— their ability to trust  others. Their bodies changed, and they 
carry the pains and fractures induced by torture into their older age. The 
loss and grief that accompany disappearance and torture belong to that 
realm of invalidated grief. The Madres in Chile, like  those of the Plaza de 
Mayo in Argentina, never knew if their  children  were alive or dead. The 
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government did not acknowledge their loss. How can one grieve  under 
 these circumstances?19

While  those killed in Villa Grimaldi are named in the rosters of victims 
on the current Villa Grimaldi website and carved into the Memory Wall, 
survivors have no place. The 1991 Rettig Report, issued  after the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, listed only the cases of  those dis appeared and 
murdered by the Pinochet regime. The Valech Report, issued by the National 
Commission on Po liti cal Imprisonment and Torture (2004–5), acknow-
ledged  those who had been tortured and detained, as well as  children of the 
dis appeared. The Chilean state used that list to make reparations to survi-
vors, but the names and circumstances have been locked away for fifty years, 
as if to make sure no one is brought to justice. Torture and disappearance, 
we know, continue to affect the victims and their families for generations.

Places like Parque de la Paz Villa Grimaldi remind us of what happened 
within  those walls, the unmaking of so many worlds for  those who passed 
through Terranova. I cannot capture that place with my camera. Matta con-
jures the past site for  others to see, and Teresa Anativia does not recognize it 
anymore, though she feels it in her bones.  These memory sites transcend the 
vio lence and pain in search of peace and reconciliation. The park performs 
a restorative, world- making gesture. Its existence refuses the long- standing 

7.10  Teresa Anativia at the Memory Wall, Villa Grimaldi, 2013. photo: lorie novak.
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official mandate to forget. Being in the park with them, I feel the power of 
place and its crucial evidentiary importance. I sense the pain they associate 
with it, and I accompany them for a  little while on their very long journey 
 toward justice, ac cep tance, and renewal.

Transmitting Trauma

Our Mobilizing Memory working group for the Hemispheric Institute En-
cuentro in Chile in 2016 de cided to go to Villa Grimaldi, and I asked Pedro 
Matta to walk us through. Matta was incredibly helpful to me. He met with 
me several times and showed me his journals and the log books with the 
names of the military assigned to the diff er ent detention centers that he 
had investigated and compiled over the years. He asked to be paid for the 
walk through Villa Grimaldi. He is a survivor, but he’s also a teacher and 
researcher of Chile’s terrible past. I agreed.

Back in the working group, some participants objected to paying Matta. 
Why would a survivor charge to tell his story? Was that ethical? Is he a pro-
fessional survivor? I stressed his importance as a researcher and teacher. 
Some participants de cided not to go to Villa Grimaldi.  After a back and 
forth with the rest as to how much we would pay him, some thirty- five of us 
met Matta at the gates. Teresa Anativia joined us.

The question, again, was what language he would speak. The group de cided 
that he should speak in Spanish, and I volunteered to translate for the rest.

Again, we started at the new, shiny model with the explanation of how 
Cuartel Terranova had worked, and then we began the walk around the villa.

At first, the translation was easy— Matta transmitted facts, and so did I. 
 Here this happened— back then, to them. All distanced, all third person. We 
walked to the locked entry gate, and then the first torture chambers. Gradu-
ally, as before, Matta’s pronouns slipped. “They tortured them” became “they 
tortured us.” The words gnawed into me.

“They tortured us,” I had to say. “They strapped me down  here, put elec-
trodes to my genitals, to my  temples, in all my orifices. My body arched 
with the shock. I was sweating so much I was at risk of electrocuting my-
self.” As I said  these words, my body began unconsciously to take on Matta’s 
gestures and movements. His pauses became my pauses. My body became 
the medium. It happened gradually, imperceptibly, the further we got into 
the past that was not past, the torture that had never  stopped or gone away. 
I lost the distance so vital to witnessing. Witnessing accompanies but does 
not take the place of the injured person. This was not walking and talking. 
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As my voice echoed his, I lost the sense of my own boundedness and emo-
tional integrity.

Against my wishes, I began to embody the pain. I felt the words violating 
my body. My resentment and anger grew as I said the words. I felt forced 
to say them. Unlike Matta, I had no control over the words I used. Unlike 
 those listening to him, I could not walk away. Suddenly, I had been deprived 
of agency. How did this happen? My anger increased. I felt like crying. Why 
 don’t  these  people learn Spanish, damn it? Let me stay outside, listening, 
taking photo graphs. He kept telling his story in a low, undramatic way. He 
used no adjectives, I realized now that the words  were in my mouth. My 
senses locked down, focusing only on what he was relating. Translating be-
came inhabiting, identifying with him and what he was recounting. I  didn’t 
want to be  there. But maybe I was also channeling his feelings of not wanting 
to be  there  either.

Anger became my distancing device. At the end of the trajectory, I 
thanked Matta and handed him the money, promising myself I would never 
come back again. He might be a professional survivor, but I am not a profes-
sional witness.

And yet, of course, I am.

7.11  Diana Taylor translating for Pedro Matta, Villa Grimaldi, 2016. photo: lorie 
novak.
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Trauma in the Archive

It is not an exaggeration to state that  future knowledge of this site  will be 
available only through archival materials— the audio tour, the replicas, the 
memorial wall, the art pieces staged in the experiential practice that char-
acterizes current memorialization practices. Villa Grimaldi now also offers 
virtual tours on its website.20 We enter the space that has been set up in such 
a way that the archival objects might spark an affective reaction in the visi-
tors. But it’s hard for me to imagine that  these objects  will move someone 
who has not been involved in the practice, who has never been to the site, 
or who has no connection to what happened  there. The punctum, or the 
prick, might emanate from outside us but it needs to spark something in the 
viewer/listener. Trauma lives in the body, not in the archive

The Parque de la Paz continues to be a highly practiced place. The vio-
lently contested history of spatial practices returns and disturbs the pre sent. 
Memory is being constantly updated.21 Personal testimonies become part 
of the historical narrative. On the evidentiary level, Villa Grimaldi demon-
strates both the centrality and complexity of place in individual and collec-
tive memory. What happens to that space is tantamount to what happens to 
Chileans’ understanding of the dictatorship:  will  people repress, remember, 
transcend, or forget? The warring mandates about the space rehearse the 
more salient public options: tear it down to bury the vio lence; build a com-
memorative park so that  people  will know what happened; let’s get beyond 
vio lence by hosting cultural events in the pavilion; forget about this desolate 
place, forget about this sorry past; let’s use this place to educate  future gen-
erations.22 Nowhere is  there talk of justice or retribution.

The questions posed by  these dark sites extend far beyond the fences built 
around them. The small model near the entrance is to Villa Grimaldi what 
Villa Grimaldi is to Chile, and what Chile is to the rest of the Amer i cas: a 
miniature rendition of a much larger proj ect. Over a thousand civic and 
public places like villas and gyms and department stores and schools  were 
used for criminal vio lence  under Pinochet. How do we know that the  whole 
city did not function as a clandestine torture center? The scale of the viola-
tions is stunning. The ubiquity of the practice spills over and contaminates 
social life. We might control a site and put a fence around it, but the city, 
the country, the southern cone, the hemi sphere has been networked for 
vio lence— and beyond, too, of course, and not just  because the U.S. opted to 
outsource torture. I actually do always know what happened  here/there and 
accept that this, like many other sites, is my responsibility. I do participate in 



p r o o f

202 Chapter Seven

a po liti cal proj ect that depends on making certain populations dis appear. I 
am constantly warned to keep vigil, to “say something” if I “see something.” 
Though I shirked responsibility when I first met Matta— the Mexican gov-
ernment had nothing to do with the Chilean coup— there is another layer. 
 After years of my own self- blinding, I realized that the Mexican govern-
ment  under then- president Luis Echeverria dis appeared thousands of young 
 people, about the same age as I was then. Now that I live and work in the 
U.S., I know my tax dollars pay for Guantanamo, for torture in prisons and 
mi grant detention centers and who knows what  else. The walks remind me 
I just need to look closer, look again at what I see and how I see. The how 
determines the what. Something has been restored through the walks, with 
all their differences, that brings several of  these worlds into direct contact. 
As the multitiered space itself invites, I recognize the layers and layers of 
po liti cal and corporeal practices that have created  these places, the politics 
of historical transmission, the personal histories we bring to them, and the 
emotions that get triggered as we walk through them in our own ways. I 
experience the tour as per for mance, and as trauma, and I know it’s never for 
the first, or last, time.
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It seems as if culture consists in deeply martyring  matter and pushing it through a 
relentless gut. It’s a consolation to think that not even excrement can be forced to 
leave the planet.— joaquín o. giannuzzi, Lixo ao amanhecer (Trash at Dawn)

I

Bom Retiro 958 metros, a per for mance by Teatro da Vertigem, leads us on 
a walk through São Paulo’s phantasmagoric world of  things.  Things, in this 
per for mance, revolve around fabric.  Things such as dresses and fine cloth 
sold in shopping malls;  things such as homeless  people’s blankets and torn 
wedding gowns;  things such as remnants of cloth and used clothing tossed 
in garbage cans;  things in their devolving states of glory, comfort, disuse, and 
decomposition. Teatro da Vertigem, directed by Antonio Araújo, gradually 
leads us through a deeply disorienting experience. Walking, we spectators 
feel pushed and pulled by forces we can hardly define. This world, in which 
every thing and every one have lost their ch’ulel and ich’el ta muk— their life 
force and dignity— brings us face to face with questions of materiality and 
circulation as  people and  things become unraveled, fall out of presence. This 
chapter bookends the camino largo of the Zapatistas as we continue to move 
implacably  toward the unmaking of the world. I hold on by the proverbial 
thread that leads through this most visceral examination of materiality, 
the thingness of cloth, its history, its politics, the  people that make it, and the 
 people that it unmakes.

Sixty to eighty  people can attend a per for mance.  After gathering at the 
Oswald de Andrade cultural center in the immigrant, working- class neigh-
borhood of Bom Retiro, we pick up a map with instructions to the meeting 

EIGHT
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place: turn left  after leaving the building; cross Lubavitch Street; go down 
four blocks and turn left to our destination, 259 Prof Cesare Lombroso 
Street. The buildings and street names tell a part of the history. De An-
drade argued in his “Manifesto Antropófago” (Cannibalist Manifesto) that 
cultures remain strong by eating and digesting  others: “Only Cannibalism 
unites us. Socially. Eco nom ically. Philosophically.”1 Lubavitch Street reflects 
the early Jewish immigration to this neighborhood. Lombroso argued that 
criminality was passed down through generations and could be recognized 
through physiognomy.2 The locations reveal terrifying theories of transmis-
sion, cemented into the very geography of place and practice. Shop signs in 
Korean tell of the new waves of immigrants that mostly replaced the (now) 
well- off Jews who moved to better residential areas. Bolivians, working for 
Koreans, are the new lowest of the low.

The eve ning back streets are empty and the shops shuttered close. We 
wind our way in groups of twos and threes along the uneven sidewalks. But 
this is not the Aristotelian peripatetic walking and talking with  others. As 
I walk, I am careful to keep my eyes on the shadowy, uneven ground. I no-
tice vari ous pieces of fabric bursting out of garbage bags tilted against the 
streetlights along the way,  things left over from other  things, dresses, pants, 
jackets. Walking further, I detect something strange about the streetlights. 
A few steps  later, a street sign shows a person at a sewing machine (fig. 8.1). 
What is  going on? Did Araújo alter the cityscape?

I’m concerned about an el derly  woman who walks beside me, an art-
ist from Mexico I had met previously. I worry for her on the treacherous 
sidewalks and hold onto her arm. What if she falls and breaks something? Is 
Vertigem liable? I stop to look at something written on the wall. Is it part of 
the per for mance? Every thing takes on a new intentionality. All the random 
bits and pieces of everyday life seem aligned or assembled in a slightly al-
tered order, inviting us to decipher them. When I turn back to walk, the old 
 woman has gone— I see her ahead of me, single- mindedly moving  toward 
the per for mance site.

Fi nally, every one converges at our destination, apparently just a dim and 
desolate street. A  woman with a vacant stare sits in a chair listening to a 
radio in front of a closed door. We hear the crackle of static. Suddenly, work-
ers delivering boxes of merchandise come crashing down the street, bestias 
de carga or beasts of burden, the script calls them.3 Soon shoppers carry ing 
large bags join them, hammering the door to get in. They all line up and 
pause in front of the large metallic door that covers what we discover is a 
shopping mall. Then they push it open (fig.  8.2). That pause— a tableaux 
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vivant— captures the anticipation of the before and  after; that all- powerful 
moment of exchange of goods in capitalism.

Suddenly, gloriously, the light from the mall spills over us like daybreak. 
Sonorous rumblings herald us inside. Every thing is alive! The lights and 
 music pulsate like heartbeats. An invisible hand guides us deeper and deeper 
into the dark maze of the shopping mall. We have been initiated into the 
 temple of  things.

Over the next two hours, spectators physically experience the vertigi-
nous pull and push of  things. I say  things instead of objects  because “object” 

8.1  The street sign shows a person at a sewing machine. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 
958 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: francis pollitt.
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suggests a degree of phenomenological stability. A chair is a chair. You can 
label a chair and put it in the archive or in your living room. Objects, ac-
cording to W. J. T. Mitchell, “are the way  things appear to a subject.”4 They 
are nameable, categorizable.  Things, on the contrary, are more ambiguous; 
they conjure up pro cess, transformation, and substitutability. They elude the 
subject’s taxonomic system and might even upend the subject- object binary. 
The chair/thing is tree, wood, planks, splinters, junk, a weapon or instru-
ment, firewood, but it can also be the memory of my grand mother and al-
most anything  else we can imagine. As Bill Brown notes, the word “ thing” 
indexes “a certain limit or liminality, to hover over the threshold between 
the nameable and the unnameable, the figurable and unfigurable, the iden-
tifiable and the unidentifiable.”5 I can use “ thing” to speak of another  thing. 
One  thing leads to another. So too  here, spectators participate in a journey 
that follows the logic of mutable  things. As we enter one area, it magically 
lights up. The space seems full of won der, and I look around like an aging 
Miranda in this strange new world. It glitters. The  things in it glitter. Who is 
pulling the strings? But as audience members begin to move past this shad-

8.2  The shoppers lift the metallic door. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, 
Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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owy environment, it transforms into something  else. I notice that it’s shabby. 
The tawdry  things in the wanna- be- upscale shopping mall take on a sudden 
luminance, then fade. Again, I am confused about what is part of the per for-
mance and what is not. Does this mall function during the day as a real mall, 
or is it a set for the per for mance? Are  those  things in the display win dows 
real merchandise? I catch the reflection of my face in the shop win dow— one 
more  thing among  things. We push each other to get a better look. Then the 
per for mance shoves us forward. Does per for mance stand in for the real or 
add another level of practice, and another lens for perception?

 These bright and shiny  things seem to have “thing- power,” as Jane Ben-
nett puts it, “the curious ability of inanimate  things to animate, to act, to 
produce effects dramatic and subtle.”6 They lure us  toward them. Yet the 
closer we look, the more they seem dead  matter, their power emanating 
from elsewhere. As a spectator embedded in a saturated visual arena, I try 
to think the  thing, the movement/flow, and the visual sphere of which I am 
a part. As  things cannot be understood phenomenologically— there is no 
such  thing as a  thing— they need to be understood in context and prac-
tice. And the intractable movement that pushes us through the per for mance 
produces anxiety and desire; we pursue enchanted goods even as we catch a 
glimpse of the hidden, excruciating conditions of  labor. Being a spectator in 
this Debordian society of the spectacle in which the “spectacle is the other 
side of money” and every thing has become an image drives me deeper into 
the quandary in which the more I see, the less I know.7 The mall seems to 
serve as a distorting mirror that traps us in an endless operation of terrifying 
self- reflection.  Thing, movement, and visuality, in this fun house version of 
con temporary society, produce perceptual instability.

The only way I could start thinking about the sensations and complexi-
ties of unraveling and desubjectification that the per for mance opens was by 
moving through and experiencing it.  Here I  will retrace my steps to observe 
how Bom Retiro performs its own analy sis of the frenetic tempo of con-
sumer desire and desperation. The act, Artaud reminds us, promotes the 
reflection.8 Walking through the per for mance grounded me in one mate-
rial real ity even as it specularized and dematerialized another. Following the 
strategy of the per for mance, I pause along the trajectory, hold an idea up 
to the light, and then let it go into the general swirl of ideas and images. In 
short: I propose to adopt per for mance both as an object of analy sis and as a 
methodological lens— a peripatetic exercise, a theoretical walk.9

Having been sucked into this familiar space (a mall) in the strangest of 
ways, we follow a lone  woman. She stops at an illuminated shop win dow to 

8.2  The shoppers lift the metallic door. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, 
Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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stare at a red dress. It obsesses her. “The stores are always closed!” says the 
Consumidora. “You have to get  here  earlier, a lot  earlier; you should sleep 
 here,” the disciplinary Red Dress replies.10  Things  here have a life of their 
own; they exert control. The short scene shows the mutual construction 
of  things, economic policy, desire, subjectivity, and theatricality. Brecht’s 
Marxist, anti- illusionist approach (Verfremdungseffekt) that makes the fa-
miliar unfamiliar to enable critical insight (so effective on the walk over) has 
been turned inside out. Capitalism, he knew, constantly seeks to enchant the 
ordinary and pacify the viewer.11 Nor does the immersive nature of the per-
for mance allow us to pretend that  we’re participants in an Artaudian theatre 
of cruelty. True,  here we witness the “revenge of  things,” but the agitation 
should not be confused with the exaltation he sought in the liberation of 
life forces.12 We  don’t need to read Balibar to know that “ every concept of 
politics,” including of course economic politics, “implies a concept of the 
subject.”13 The Consumidora is nothing more than her function, driven by 
the singular and constricted desire to acquire. We look at her looking at the 
dress, also part of this constricted desiring- machine.14 The lights in the shop 
pulse, like living hearts.

The lights dim where  we’re standing and suddenly illuminate something 
down the hall. Audience members hurry along to get a look at the action. 
I begin to feel the stress of constant vigilance. As a participant/spectator 
I watch, but I also watch out. The relentless one- way thrust of the seem-
ingly chaotic per for mance makes me feel as if I’m being pushed to a rhythm 
that contracts and releases. The combination of being on guard and pushed 
forward puts me in a quasi- paranoid state of tunnel vision— I scan the en-
vironment to assess the risks and prioritize what to focus on. Where is that 
old  woman? Is she all right? Ghostly mannequins line the passageway. One 
holds a Grande Promoção sign—15  percent off— seems alive (fig. 8.3). Wait. 
She is alive!

Her blank eyes betray a hint of terror. This is the netherworld of dead 
capital. Rebecca Schneider observes that for Marx, “dead capital is capital 
that is not in immediate use, such as the machinery of a factory in off- hours 
or a theatre on Monday night. Capital that is not immediately engaged with 
living  labor, or other wise revested by circulation through the live, is dead 
capital.”15 Playing on Marx, this per for mance shows that capitalism has now 
killed even the living bodies of  labor. Its deadening machines, unlike Deleuze 
and Guattari’s interconnected desiring- machines that transcend human- 
nature divides, blur bound aries between life and death.16 Our theories of 
capitalism, like the mannequins, begin to clutter the darkened corridors.
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As one win dow up ahead lights up, the one  behind goes dark. “Watch 
your step,” warns a voice. The experience is not frightening,  really. It’s aston-
ishing, humorous in a macabre way, and bewildering by moments, but it has 
a sharp edge. It conjures up the environment of terror I’ve lived in since 9/11, 
the mandate to stay alert coupled with the confusion of not knowing what is 
real, or dangerous, or threatening, and what  isn’t. If you see something, say 
something— the ubiquitous mass transit warning of the New York area. Is 
terror a relatively new phenomenon, a U.S. import like some of the  things in 
the store? Or have I so thoroughly internalized it that I carry it with me now 
wherever I go? It’s hard to gauge what  matters and what  doesn’t, to know 
what to look at or what I’ve missed.

 After some time I notice that the “phantom guides,” as the script calls 
them, clad head to toe in fabric, move both the lighting and sound systems 
along with us (fig. 8.4). They manage our environment, silently and invisibly 

8.3  Grande promoção. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, Hemispheric Institute 
Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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transforming it. The invisibilization of  labor in capitalism, performed by 
 these shrouded figures. It’s not clear that they are always the same  humans, 
but they (like the mannequins) look the same and function interchangeably. 
Transformation  here does not mean coming into presence as subject, or 
being in motion as a pro cess of individuation. Rather, the phantom guides 
come into being as anonymous, faceless beings through the systemic pro cess 
of ninguneo or denial of subjectivity.17 Like the mannequins (like mi grants, 
like the disenfranchised), they have been broken down to body parts— arms 
and backs to pick the grapes or push the baby carriages. They are inter-
changeable and disposable. Racism, vio lence against  women, queers, and 
the poor, and generalized doping further dehumanize. The per for mance 
underscores this by using some thirty or so actors to play the hundreds of 
figures and shadow that populate this universe. Every one, quite literally, is 
always morph ing into something/someone  else.

Instead of a brave new world,  we’ve entered “a  whole new world.” Faxi-
neira Filósofa (Philosophic cleaning lady), the Afro- Brazilian  woman, sings 
about the new as she recycles the Disney song. As a phi los o pher, an Afro- 
descendant, and a  woman in the ser vice industry, she knows her place. Like 
generations of her ancestors, she continues to clean. The per for mance invites 
us to follow the physical and meta phorical threads. Capitalism grew and 
thrived on and through the body that could be thingified and sold. Slavery, 
the savage vio lence of exchange, constitutes the inaugural act of capitalism, 
which grew out of the trade in  humans.18 The slave trade gave rise to a broad 
and complex network of global relations. Terror, clearly, has always been the 
underside of capitalism.  Humans have long been treated as  things. The trade 
in textiles, cotton specifically, sustained the circular system in which “the 
product of Indian weavers paid for slaves in Africa to work on plantations in 
the Amer i cas to produce agricultural commodities for Eu ro pean consum-
ers.”19 A defective female mannequin, imported from  Korea, finds it hard to 
believe she is not as gorgeous as  those on display. Trash, the characters in the 
per for mance call her, she’s nothing but trash.

Most shop win dows on our journey are dark and shut tight. But once in a 
while we see something inside the shops; Bolivian  women work through the 
night sewing the red dresses that other  women  will wear (fig. 8.5).

The thingification of  humans, especially  women, Vertigem makes clear, 
continues long  after slavery has officially been eradicated. A female actor 
plays Radio Infinita, the radio that never sleeps for workers who never sleep. 
The radio is a person/thing; her eyes are transistors; antennae pop up from 
her head. She is live but not exactly alive, offering 50  percent off sales, talking 
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to this “world of dreams” sponsored by clonazepam, the sleeping pills. Radio 
Infinita transmits terror alerts—we hear that the recent attacks are being 
investigated and  those responsible punished.

In the corridors, a deliveryman fondles a female mannequin.
At times, the audience follows  behind a happy group of shoppers,  running 

 toward a fire sale. An Errante, a disruptive figure who punctuates the per-
for mance, sets an enormous floor- to- ceiling banner on fire. At one point, he 
pulls out Radio Infinita’s tongue. Is he a terrorist? A revolutionary? Always a 
wild card, he goes  running off. What I see is stunningly beautiful and utterly 
depressing: both sides of the cap i tal ist coin on view at the same time. I’m a 
trapped in a system, or a machine, or an organism that I cannot assess but 
that pushes me along. The experience has no outside, no place from which 
to name and analyze the rush of  things that engulf and move us. The move-
ment seems irreversible.

We move through haunted spaces of circulation and exchange, an empty 
mall full of wants and longings. Desire transports us to a space of  imagined 
future- being/having. To have, seemingly an equivalent of to be, robs our 
identity. Want steals our pre sent. What gets preserved for the consumer in 

8.4  Phantom guides manage our environment. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 met-
ros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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this world is not the object but the desire, the insatiable desire to possess. The 
more the characters run  toward the goods, the closer they get, the farther 
the goods slip from their touch. What moves us spectators is the desire to 
see. We’ve become voyeurs; the plea sure of watching relies on the separation 
and distance from the object of the look. As we run  after it, it recedes. What if 
we  were to catch up to it? A before/after ad shows a fat man as “before,” and a 
smiling slim man “ after.” The Errante surreptitiously replaces the image of the 
slim man with one of a cadaver. That’s what happens when/if we catch up. A 
character in the play tells us that  we’re in the realm of the “Dibuktronik,” the 
devil of  things without  owners.20  Things manage and make us one of them, 
one more  thing among  things. We too are dead capital. Anti- presente. The liv-
ing model has been marked down again. She’s now 30  percent off.

Many cultures believe that  things have a life of their own. The Mayans, 
both ancient and con temporary, as noted in  earlier chapters, have a word, 
ch’ulel, for the animation in all  things,  human and nonhuman.21 Ch’ulel 
refers to the life in every thing.  Humans, animals, mountains, rivers, trees, 
corn, and other forms of material existence in this indigenous world view 

8.5  Bolivian  women working through the night. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 
metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: francis pollitt.
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share a life force. Ich’el ta muk acknowledges their value, grandeur, and 
 dignity.  These are not  things or objects but agents or even subjects.  Human 
life depends on  these other forms of existence. In chapter 1, I put the concept 
of ch’ulel in conversation with N. Katherine Hayles’s writing on cognitive 
biology. She argues that “all life forms, including  those lacking central ner-
vous systems such as plants and microorganisms” share cognition.22 Views 
such as  these have of course been debated and challenged. If all  things have a 
life force, does that mean, as Terry Ea gleton puts it, “that you reduce  human 
bodies to the status of coffee  tables?”23 While clearly none of  these vital ma-
terialists are arguing that simplistic position, it seemed clear to me (at least 
before I entered the mall) that  humans belong to the material world, yet not 
in the same way as  things— the fabric, the trash, and the broken mannequins. 
Debates around new materialisms focus on the degree of agency accorded to 
the nonhuman. Vital materialists (such as Deleuze, Manuel De Landa, Ben-
nett, and myself) affirm the liveliness of materiality, of its capacity to pre-
cipitate action or change, the blurriness even at times between the animate 
and the inanimate. Some scholars trivialize vital materialism, sustaining the 
usual objection that it “is out to decenter the all- sovereign subject into the 
mesh of material forces that constitute it.”24 The all- sovereign subject or im-
perial I, this per for mance seems to suggest, has been consumed, digested, 
and spit out by a self- defining, self- referential, deadening system that has 
displaced it. Vertigem, however, seems to be making an urgent economic, 
rather than philosophical, argument. Capitalism has desecrated  matter and 
destroyed the material supports for  human life. It has killed the ch’ulel in 
 things and in  people. We are in the land of the production of death. Every-
thing around us might be animated, but not alive. If every thing is dead, what 
moves  things? The invisible hand of capitalism, arguably an inanimate but 
extremely power ful force. The phantom guides, like seemingly all  else  here, 
are governed by the consumer logic of  things as substitutable, discardable, 
and replaceable.  Things (mannequins) seem no more dead than the shadow 
figures are alive.

Our journey through the maze is interrupted by bangs and screams— 
the drug- addicted homeless population outside the mall beats on the metal 
grate, demanding to be let in (fig. 8.6). Again, Araújo stages a breathtaking 
tableaux vivant at the locked entrance to the mall. The addicts, with blankets 
thrown over their shoulders to keep them warm, pose as mirror images of the 
consumers and delivery  people at the beginning of the per for mance. They 
too belong to the crazed world of supply and demand. Theirs is the universe 
of rocks, pedra, crack. “I am also a person,” pleads the Cracômano, trying to 
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sell stuff to the shoppers and audience. His small pedra is his, all he needs. In 
cracolandia or crack land, as Brazilians call it,  things also have a life of their 
own— the rock talks back to the addict. Throughout the per for mance, it gets 
larger and takes up more and more space. The addict might hold the rock 
in the beginning, but by the end he belongs to the rock.  These mirror im-
ages, the mall and cracolandia, illustrate the degree to which  people live in 
interconnected economies, the vio lence outside associated with drugs and 
poverty and the privatized vio lence of capitalism inside the gates, though 
 those connections are often obscured.

But again, a rush of activity makes it impossible to hold onto a reflection. 
All of a sudden, a crowd of consumers overtakes us. They rip off their old 
clothes and throw them to the floor. They rush out of the mall, euphoric 
with their new acquisitions, trampling all the clothes on the ground. The 
audience too walks over the discarded fabrics on the way out. Fabric has 
a complicated history even aside from the slave trade, I think as I step on 
it carefully. The blankets over the shoulders of the crack addicts, like the 
blankets on the shoulders of Holocaust survivors, remind us  there’s a politics 

8.6  The drug- addicted homeless population outside the mall beats on the metal grate. 
Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 
2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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to cloth, an economy, a social per for mance of value and care. Dis appeared 
 people in Peru and elsewhere have been identified through small remnants 
of clothing. Regina José Galindo, in Presencia 2017, wore the dresses of mur-
dered and dis appeared  women in Guatemala to tell their stories. Cloth has 
a history, no  matter what Ea gleton says. As I follow them out of the mall, 
walking on  these textiles, I feel I am being asked to witness another kind of 
vio lence and disappearance.

We follow the shoppers, the homeless, and other members of the audi-
ence out of the mall and into a dark passageway between buildings. Despite 
our many differences, for a moment  we’re all the same—we are the  people 
who move through spaces that  don’t belong to us, transitional spaces that 
 don’t belong to anyone. The move to the dark outside is far less noticeable 
than the initial entry into the mall. Even though the shadow figures accom-
pany us,  there is no  music, no glorious light, just the sound of a train passing 
very close by. Did Araújo plan that?

I keep looking for patterns, for internationalities. The per for mance con-
sists of interwoven threads, acts, scenarios, themes, characters, colors, 
sounds, and images that repeat in diff er ent patterns. The high points, un-
dersides, flashes, poses are all  there redistributed. Radio Infinita continues 
speaking. Terror continues to threaten our dreams. Looking up at the dark 
win dows of the  silent buildings, we see the silhouettes of  women sewing at 
their machines (fig. 8.7).

A bride in a crumpled wedding dress appears stranded on a high narrow 
ledge of a wall. She’s lost, she tells us; she was looking for a store and  doesn’t 
know how she got trapped on that ledge or how to get off. The Consumidora 
wanders the streets, homeless now too, looking for the closed shop with the 
red dress. Audience members walk past smashed mannequins and other 
refuse that lie abandoned on the sidewalks. Phantom guides push female 
seamstresses down the streets in carts and glass boxes (fig. 8.8). Thingmo-
biles.  Women as objects on display en route to disintegrating into  things.

The deliveryman, now naked in a cart, masturbates against his female 
mannequin.

As we approach a crowded city ave nue, two  women notice that  they’re 
wearing the same red outfit. Enraged, they claw and rip at each other  until 
 they’re both naked. The  women stop and look at each other again, jump into 
each other’s arms, and devour each other in what seems to be a kiss. The li-
bidinal desiring machine however has been undone by the cap i tal ist desiring 
machine— they are joined not by desire but by the consumer thread that un-
ravels from their mouths as they back away from one another. A bus passes 

8.6  The drug- addicted homeless population outside the mall beats on the metal grate. 
Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 
2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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by with curious passengers peering out the win dows. Did Araújo stage that? 
It’s a real bus.  Those are real  people, I assure myself, aware of how foolish I 
sound even to myself.

Only now am I beginning to grasp the enormous scale of the per for-
mance. The city too is a protagonist, a throbbing organism. Every thing 
happens at the same time; we hear airplanes, trains, buses, and every thing 
becomes part of something else— not least the per for mance  we’re a part 
of.  We’re in traffic— not just street traffic but also the traffic in drugs, in 
 women, in undocumented  labor, pirate radio, the traffic in dreams and de-
sires. Every thing, like the cloth, is in pro cess of decomposing, recompos-
ing, and being discarded. Outside, the city resembles the shopping center 
far more than we might have anticipated. It’s a larger version of the same. 
It shocks me to physically experience something that I know intellectually: 
the deadening machine knows no limits. We keep walking down the city 
streets, crossing ave nues and catching sight of  things that may or may not 
have been designed for the per for mance.  After a while, it  doesn’t  matter, I 
think. It’s a coproduction of transformation and transmutation— Antonio 

8.7  Silhouettes of  women sewing at their machines. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 
metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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Araújo, Vertigem, and the city of São Paulo. The cannibalism of capitalism 
unites us.

Audience members make an effort to be attentive to each other— 
stepping back so that  others can get a better look, trying to make sure  people 
 don’t get trampled. But although  we’re all part of the event,  we’re also atom-
ized. Impossible to walk and talk together. The per for mance pulls us this 
way and that. I feel as if I  were leaving my body  behind, part of the frenzy, 
pushed by desire—my desire to see and experience and make sense of this 
environment that looks so foreign and familiar at the same time.

While Vertigem creates astonishing images, I would argue that this is not 
a per for mance that privileges the image. Rather, it reflects (on) an image- 
making society that collapses  human interrelationality. In the society of the 
spectacle, “the social relation among  people [is] mediated by images.”25 The 
visually stunning tableaux capture the  thing for a second, display it as in a 
light box so we can see it, then release it again into the crash of circulation. 
We  will never see it in the same way again. While we rush to get a glimpse 
of something, our inner Debord chides us for being enthralled by images. 

8.8  Phantom guides push female seamstresses down the streets in carts and glass boxes. 
Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 
2013. photo: lorie novak.
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We crane our necks, trying to see what’s just outside the frame of vision, “as 
if the image launched desire beyond what it permits us to see.”26 But this not 
the animation of erotic desire but a greedy desire of the promise of more to 
come in capitalism.  There is no privileged or hegemonic spectator in this 
per for mance who can evaluate and see every thing. This image- making ma-
chine is way beyond our control. No frame or stage could contain it—it has 
too many moving parts.

As we walk on, some locals lean out of their win dows, looking at their 
street made strange, knowing that for a moment they too form part of the 
per for mance. They look at us, amusing objects of their gaze. I look up at 
them looking at me. The fleeting encounter brings us into presence as an 
image for each other— the glimpse of the  couple in the lit win dow for me; 
for them, I’m framed as a body in a crowd looking up. Looking, the encoun-
ter recaps, is relational, mutually defining. Yet the objectifying power of the 
look produces us as separate, unknowable to each other except as image. The 
living model, now 90  percent off, stands in the  middle of the street, gradu-
ally becoming trash (fig. 8.9).

We continue walking, one foot in front of the other, following the crowd 
without a sense of inner purpose or direction. We stop facing the building’s 
multistoried glass façade. Each win dow is a mini stage.  People move inside; 
 things happen. I now feel like a consumer at a peep show when just a few 
blocks back I felt like an amusing object for the locals looking out their win-
dows. Object, viewing subject, voyeur, consumer, critic, amazed audience 
member, cautious pedestrian, all describe certain watching and looking ex-
periences I’ve had throughout the eve ning. Seeing has been confusing— si-
mul ta neously pleas ur able and disorienting, humanizing and dehumanizing.

Looking, seeing, watching— all the usual acts associated with spectatorship— 
are especially fraught in this per for mance. Theatre, from the Greek théātron, 
a “place for viewing,” asks us to look. But  here looking sustains the night-
marish society of the spectacle reduced to vision and visuality in which the 
“reigning economic system” traps us in “a vicious circle of isolation.”27 The 
per for mance si mul ta neously critiques and relies on ocularcentrism. It pro-
duces us as spectators and disorients us, muddling our insights. One of the 
challenges is that the terms of the phenomenon— spectatorship— are also 
the terms of its theorization. The words “sight,” “spectatorship,” and “theory,” 
as commentators have noted, all come from the Greek théā.28 The theoretical 
lens I employ is deeply bound up with my object of analy sis. If insights about 
sight always border on the tautological, Bom Retiro accentuates the predica-
ment. We not only have trou ble navigating our way through  these deeply 
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entangled epistemic systems, but we are also the product of them, as specta-
tors, as thinkers. We  don’t have other tools to think with, or know how  else 
to articulate thought. The vicious cycle kills the connectedness, relationality, 
and the capacity to dialogue with and to care about  others that might lead 
us out of this dead end. But, like all  else in this per for mance, the experience 
of looking takes place within the crush of movement, not at a distance or 
outside it. As spectators we are isolated, but not alone. We constantly react 
to the pulls and pushes.

The door opens and the  woman with the vacant stare from the beginning 
of the per for mance ushers us into a large foyer of a building in disrepair. 
The phantom guides lead us downstairs to a very large, completely disin-
tegrated theatre.29 We enter a world of red. The faded red plush velvet of 
the seats reminds us this was once a place with aspirations of its own. In its 
prime, this theatre was part of the Jewish cultural center, a stronghold of the 

8.9  The living model gradually becomes trash. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 
 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.



p r o o f

220 Chapter Eight

re sis tance to the dictatorship. Now, back in a so- called democracy,  people 
have forgotten all about it.30 The Consumidora continues her search for her 
red dress. Suddenly the room is full of shadow figures in red dresses, their 
 faces covered in red cloth. They ceremoniously embrace her, put the dress 
on her, cover her face, and welcome her into their deadened world. The ad-
dict comes back, now melded with his rock. “It’s now one of my organs, one 
of my limbs,” he yells. “Only surgery can separate us.” We’ve witnessed the 
culmination, the consummation of  people melded with  things. This is the 
exact opposite of ch’ulel.

Again, chaos breaks out. Agentes Sanitários (sanitation agents) come into 
the theatre with their long brushes and disinfectants. They fill the space with 
sounds of clashes, thumping, yelling: “attention, do not panic! evacu-
ate the area!” The sound of sirens and alarms punctuates the words com-
ing from the loudspeakers. Unceremoniously now, workers in tall rubber 
boots and plastic bins hose down the floors around our feet, expelling us 
from the theatre. The enchantment’s over, folks. We, now just dead  things, 
waste, join the crush of circulation to be disgorged. We’ve been pushed 
through the gut of the beast, pro cessed, and ejected. One now with “mar-
tyred  matter” or excrement from the opening poem,  we’ve been shat out. 
The sanitation crew cleans up  behind us.

Pushed out onto the street, we see a large dumpster immediately in front 
of us. It’s filled with the broken figures  we’ve come to know throughout— the 
living model, now 100  percent off, lies in the trash (fig. 8.10). So does the de-
fective model, and the Faxineira Filósofa. It’s painful to see the  women lying 
broken, undone by the endless vio lence of thingification. If they  were just 
 things . . .  I think. The defective mannequin continues to chat away happily 
about  things, coisas, though her limbs are askew. The trash pile is the site of 
 human degradation and decomposition, in the pro cess of transformation to 
another form of materiality. As in the photo graph of corpses piled high in 
containers at Buchenwald, this image shows the victims while leaving the 
killers and the killing machine out of the frame.

As we walk past the container, members of the large cast begin to gather 
on the street, ready to take their bow. The spectators come together as a 
traditional audience. The actors thank Petrobras, Brazil’s massive, and now 
infamous, petroleum com pany, for the financial support they needed to pro-
duce this play. By law, Petrobras is and has the last word. Capitalism, we are 
reminded again, constitutes the force  behind every thing we see and expe-
rience, including this per for mance.31 But appearing  behind the actors, the 
 woman from the beginning of the play looks at us enigmatically. Is this  really 
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the end? Or the beginning of a new scenario? As spectators, we hesitate. 
Errante posts a banner announcing one more fire sale. Is this a new game? 
Capitalism never ends. Most spectators congregate for a few minutes, uncer-
tain what to expect, then disperse separately into the night.

II

I had to go back. I needed to understand what was real, what fake, about 
every thing I had seen the night before. As impor tant, I wondered,  were 
 those even the right questions to ask of what I had experienced? I’m not 
the anxious spectator now; I take my time. I walk the route, sit down, make 
notes, walk around some more, and talk to some  people on the street. In 
the daylight, I see many of the same ele ments from the per for mance. Yes, 
the mall functions and the stores are now open for business, most of them 

8.10  Trash. Teatro da Vertigem, Bom Retiro 958 metros, Hemispheric Institute Encuentro, 
São Paulo, 2013. photo: julio pantoja.
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selling knockoffs of designer fashions in vogue who knows when or where. 
Homeless  people line the sidewalks. Some of them pull carts full of their 
personal belongs along with them. Crackolandia is a few blocks away, but 
addicts have found their way to this spot. The forgotten theatre from the end 
of the per for mance, I realize, sits right around the corner from the Oswald 
de Andrade center where we had started. We had come around full circle, 
958 meters. Our walk- through is not the camino largo (or unending walk 
 toward autonomy and self- definition by the Zapatistas), but a seemingly 
futile, irreversible loop. We had physically moved through the vicious, self- 
reproducing cycle of capitalism. The agitated movement made it impossible 
to recognize the pattern the night before, though clearly  there was no desti-
nation, no ending, just circulation, transmission, absorption, regurgitation. 
The excruciating push through the landscape of deformed and deforming 
mirrors seemed one- way, but it twisted and turned back on itself. We  were 
back where we started.

Looking around the unremarkable area, I recognize that every thing we 
saw in the per for mance is right  here. I hurry past similar places  every day 
but  don’t  really perceive them. I never pause to connect the dots or tie the 
threads as Araújo did. If the way I do this is the way I do every thing, I need 
to ask myself why I  don’t stop, look, and look again. One pos si ble response: 
why focus on the detritus of capitalism, when we know it intellectually al-
ready? Another:  there are certain  things we cannot afford to register if  we’re 
to continue to lead contented lives. In Disappearing Acts, I wrote that per-
cepticide or self- blinding seemingly defended  people from fully noting the 
criminal vio lence taking place around them during the Argentinean dic-
tatorship. The what was indisputable. The military dis appeared  people, at 
times in broad daylight before  people’s eyes. Self- blinding for the population 
became one way to deal with it, a how. Now, for me, the widespread poverty, 
the homelessness, and the vio lence against mi grants are among the what 
that trou bles me and makes me look away. The encounter with  people living 
on the street activates my self- deception, “understood epistemologically . . .  
in terms of what a perceiver is able to recognize or discern when she per-
ceives.”32 How do I react? I’m busy, what can I do, and so on. I pretend I  don’t 
see. Although I despise the  people who label the poor or the homeless or 
mi grants a danger or a nuisance, I too often act as they do.

Capitalism, as Vertigem made clear, distracts us, keeps us (pre)occupied, 
calling our attention to sales and special offers even as it robs us of our capac-
ity to relate to and to care about  others. The immersive nature of Bom Retiro 
targets not just the what of capitalism’s ruins, but the how of ruination. How 
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does capitalism encourage us to turn a blind eye? As a developer in Silicon 
Valley who worked on Pokémon Go, an augmented real ity game that used 
real  people without their knowledge, revealed, “We are learning how to write 
the  music, and then we let the  music make them dance.”33 Shoshana Zuboff 
explores how “surveillance capitalism . . .  depends upon one- way- mirror 
operations engineered for our ignorance and wrapped in a fog of misdirec-
tion.”34 The “epistemic in equality” this produces stems from the vital fact—
we know, they  don’t. Surveillance capitalism keeps consumers reacting to 
remote control prompts and affective triggers to produce “psychic numbing 
and messages of inevitability to conjure the helplessness, resignation and 
confusion that paralyze their prey.”35 Walking through the per for mance ex-
poses the spectators/participants to constant uncertainties and fears even 
as it fuels destructive hungers and desires. By living the promise of plea sure 
together with the deadening results, the per for mance links what capitalism 
tries so hard to keep separate— the thrill and the devastation caused by the 
frenzy for acquisition. But at the end of the play,  those of us who think that 
we profit from the system get thrown out just like every body  else.

Araújo chose this area, I imagine, for the concentrated way it encapsu-
lates a brutal history of modernity. He looked at every thing;  every ele ment 
was allowed to communicate its hope and degradation. Every body and 
every thing had wanted to be a better version of who and what they are. The 
conflicts and deprivation, he demonstrated, are generated by the structural 
environment in which we find ourselves. This is the world that historical 
materialists warned us about— “the conflicts between forces and relations 
of production”— that lead to alienation.36 São Paulo, yes, but other places 
work too—he directed another version of this piece in Santiago de Chile.37 
He could prob ably do it in New York or Mexico City or any of our major cit-
ies, addressing their own par tic u lar cultural and historical formations. This 
is our con temporary landscape. The brilliance and lucidity of his produc-
tion allow us to recognize and own it as our new, manipulated, and fake 
real, produced and governed by the remote and invisible hand of capitalism. 
This walk undoes us.  Every step takes us farther from utopia, farther from 
any aspirations of care and relationality— human and nonhuman, animate 
and inanimate. No animatives  here. No brave acts of refusal. Dystopia. An-
tiutopia. Cacotopia actually seems a fitting word, given the per for mance’s 
scatological and very dark humor.

The per for mance, however, does not lead us into a dead end. The move-
ment, we now know, snakes back on itself. What started as a Cannibalist 
Manifesto written as a critique of colonialism (“Without us Eu rope would 
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not have had even its sorry declaration of the rights of man,” Andrade 
wrote) now turns into a critique of self- consuming capitalism. Acknowledg-
ing the shift in the seemingly inevitable opens the possibility of more change. 
What Santos writes of colonialism applies to capitalism: “It is as difficult to 
imagine the end of colonialism as it is to imagine that colonialism has no 
end.”38 Vertigem marks the continuities of oppressive practices, even though 
the historical conditions have changed. Nonetheless, as the poem conveys at 
the beginning, every thing exists in a constant state of transformation.

By provoking a disorienting, lived engagement with the seemingly per-
manent, immutable economic system we tend to examine from a rational, 
disembodied perspective, Vertigem alters our perspective. The walk- through 
forces us to shift our habitual state of awareness to reexamine both the what 
and the how we see. What are  these shoddy items in the win dow? Who are 
 these broken figures? Are they alive? Dead? Why does my face reflect back 
to me when I look at them?

Seeing, then, is confusing, but not  because the  things Vertigem offers up— 
the mannequins, phantoms, characters, cityscapes, ruins, and so on— are al-
ways morph ing into something  else. It’s the spectators’ incapacity to grasp, 
identify, and hold on to a sense of a real ity that creates the instability. Our 
own ontological and epistemic stability seems up for grabs.  They’re playing 
the  music and  we’re dancing. . . .  But our perceptual instability is the point. 
We begin to see ourselves as  things, products, among all  those other dead 
 things. But the seemingly endless refraction of the mirror also turns back on 
itself, reflecting the grotesqueness of the mirror as operational system and 
its inadequacy as meta phor. What we can also glean, in other words, is not 
the deformation of the subjects but of the reflecting, distorting mechanism 
of capitalism. Again, it’s impor tant to reflect on not just what (the mirror) 
but how we see. The image of the mirror distorts. The mirror as meta phor 
runs through Western and non- Western cultures equating knowledge, self- 
knowledge, and much  else with vision, but it fails to deal with the other senses 
that contribute to our experience and understanding of the world.39 We do 
not actually live the world at a distance or, in the surveillance capitalism para-
digm, online; we are part of it and eat, hear, smell, and touch it  every day. It all 
sticks to us. The per for mance highlights the danger of giving ourselves up to 
the scopic frenzy produced by cap i tal ist society, but asks us to look better, get 
closer, touch, listen, and look at our environment so that we can decipher the 
many layers of interconnectivity. The walk to the per for mance space offers its 
own pedagogy, encouraging us to use our bodies and all our senses to explore 
our interconnectedness and embeddedness in the world.
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The isolation that spectators sense during the per for mance, moreover, 
obfuscates the real ity that we are in fact together. We are walking together 
through  these tawdry malls and frenzied streets. Yet, as a collective force, 
we have agency. We are not just dead capital. Brecht, Artaud, Butler, Balibar, 
Deleuze and Guattari, and the other theorists who last night  were pushed 
against the walls with the mannequins come back together and in full force, 
insisting that we claim our capacity to act as spectators and as scholars. Ac-
tion, reversal, inversion, and subversion, the Errante reminds us, can alter 
the landscape. The enigmatic  woman stands outside the per for mance, re-
minding us that  there is an outside, and that it’s not over.
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The Decision Dilemma

This book has explored vari ous ways in which subjectivity is brought into 
presence or absence to be performed and reperformed in the public arena to 
question ongoing colonialist, authoritarian, and neoliberal rule. The  strug gle 
to become a person, with, to, and among  others, has been a recurring theme 
throughout. This commitment to interrelationality, to walking and talk-
ing with  others, has taken some strange turns in my meanderings through 
the Amer i cas.  Here, I explore one of the strangest, a direct encounter with 
Monsanto. As a corporation, Monsanto enjoys the status of a  legal person. If 
Monsanto is a person, why not impersonate him? Jesusa Rodríguez, Jacques 
Servin of The Yes Men, and I embarked on a per for mance of environmen-
tal activism.1 Our impersonation of Monsanto precipitated some  in ter est ing 
 legal conundrums. Impersonation, as a practice of masquerading,  trou bles 
the bound aries between person, per for mance, and the law while, at the same 
time, masking and contesting continuing colonialist practices of exploita-
tion and nullification. Impersonation, from an “assimilated form of Latin in-  
‘into, in’ (from pie root *en ‘in’) + persona ‘person’ ” challenges us to reflect 
on what constitutes a “person.”2 Who counts as a person, a Somebody as 
opposed to a Nobody? How can individuals refuse, contest, and be presentes 
in relation to the corporation as a person with  legal standing and rights?

Impersonation, pretending to be someone  else, originally meant “repre-
sent in bodily form” in the 1620s.3 It comes with rules and repercussions. 
While it may be fine to pretend to be a police officer onstage, it’s against the 
law to do so in real life. Impersonation encompasses both theatrical and 
fraudulent be hav iors— every thing from actors to con men to criminal acts. 
Per for mance and theatre, by definition, enact identities, critical positions, 
situations, and emotions that do not coincide with the actor’s. Not me, but 

NINE
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not necessarily not not me. “ There is a gap at the heart of the mimetic con-
tinuity,” as Jacques Rancière put it.4 Audiences recognize and participate in 
the gap, the as- ifness, or the deception. As Coleridge put it,  people willingly 
participate in the “suspension of disbelief ” when the story is infused with 
“ human interest and a semblance of truth.”5 The law, however, has trou ble 
with semblance and is often based on agreements, defined as “a meeting 
of minds with the understanding and ac cep tance of reciprocal  legal rights 
and duties as to par tic u lar actions or obligations, which the parties intend 
to exchange; a mutual assent to do or refrain from  doing something; a con-
tract.”6 However, terms such as “meeting of minds” and “intent” and “assent” 
might well be fictions suggesting that  people (“parties” in legalese) clearly 
understand what they are agreeing to.7 What do impersonations intend to 
do? What do  people assent to when participating in them? Some of the most 
effective po liti cal per for mances in the twentieth and twenty- first centuries 
(to focus on more con temporary examples) risk  legal censure to mine the 
delightfully slippery terrain of impersonation.

Orson Welles’s 1938 radio broadcast, “War of the Worlds,” for example, 
terrified his audience. He pretended to be a newscaster giving live bulletins 
about an invasion from Mars. He found it shocking, he said afterward, that 
listeners would believe in Martians.8 Should  there be a law, a critic asked him, 
against such enactments? And what would that legislation be? Sophie Calle, 
a French artist, dressed up in a wig and stalked a stranger, photographing 
even the most banal aspects of his existence (Suite Venitienne, 1980). In 1981, 
she pretended to be a maid to enter  hotel rooms and photo graph strangers’ 
belongings. At least one of her subjects sued her for invasion of privacy.9 
Reverend Billy of the Church of Stop Shopping has been arrested repeatedly 
throughout the U.S. for reciting the First Amendment and exorcising cash 
registers. Reverend Billy, aka Bill Talen, is an actor pretending to be an evan-
gelical preacher to take on corporate interests.

What’s at stake in  these per for mances that makes some want to impose 
 legal controls and punishments on them? Is their intent to deceive or harm 
their subjects or their audiences? Or do  these artists intend to make vis i-
ble deep- seated assumptions (about national paranoia, privacy, and savage 
capitalism) that go unexamined? Do we agree on what the artist intended 
to achieve? Who is the authority? Does “freedom of speech” outweigh ac-
cusations against “false,” even malicious, speech?10 Who gets to decide? The 
judge? The art world? A  legal definition of “agreement” as “specify[ing] the 
minimum acceptable standard of per for mance” only further complicates 
the issue.11 It’s a genuine challenge to define per for mance.12
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The usual definitions of impersonation cite the intention to deceive, to 
profit, or to harm  behind the act that makes it a criminal offense. The issue is 
actually not that straightforward. Theatre aims to deceive and reaps financial 
benefits at the box office from  doing so.  People  going to the theatre, how-
ever, know they  will be deceived; they participate in and enjoy the decep-
tion. Yet certain per for mances might well start before the audience realizes 
it. A Chicano director, Daniel Martinez, staged his play in an old theatre in 
a run- down part of downtown Los Angeles. The well- off theatregoing audi-
ence had to stand in line in front of the  people who lived on the streets. The 
homeless folks looked at the audience with  great curiosity. The theatregoers 
did not know that the per for mance was (about) them  until they walked in-
side the theatre and saw projections of audience members coming in from 
the street and from the lobby.13 The Brazilian theatre director Augusto Boal 
developed “invisible theatre.”14 Two actors, pretending to be ordinary citi-
zens, stood at a bus stop and started an argument about the ongoing war. 
Was war justifiable? Soon a group of  people started to congregate and join 
in the argument.

So when is impersonation unlawful? According to a  legal dictionary, im-
personation is by definition a crime: “The crime of false impersonation is 
defined by federal statutes and by state statutes that differ from jurisdiction 
to jurisdiction.”15 “False” impersonation? Is  there “true” impersonation? The 
tautological definition again reflects the lack of agreement on what imper-
sonation means. Impersonation is always false, if by “false” we mean the 
pretend nature of taking on a persona or role that does not coincide with the 
actor’s own. Yet the definition confuses impersonation with fraud, as if  every 
act of impersonation  were fraudulent.  Under federal law (18 US Code 912), 
someone who pretends to act as a U.S. officer or employee “as such, or in 
such pretended character demands or obtains any money, paper, document, 
or  thing of value,  shall be fined  under this title or imprisoned not more than 
three years, or both.”16  Under the New York penal code 190.25, criminal 
 impersonation applies to  those impersonating police officers or physicians, 
while subsections 1 and 2 classify as a misdemeanor an act whereby a person 
“pretends to be a representative of some person or organ ization and does 
an act in such pretended capacity with intent to obtain a benefit or to injure 
or defraud another.”17 What about a po liti cal per for mance that parodies a 
corporation and its website?

So back to the Monsanto incident, which allows me to examine the am-
biguity inherent in person, persona, impersonation, and what it means to be 
¡presente! by impersonating and trying to unmask a corporation.
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Etymologically linked to corporare, Latin for “embody,” the word “cor-
poration” came to refer to a “legally authorized entity” in the 1620s.18 Cor-
porations, thus, came into presence as having “bodies.” They have been 
considered persons for a long time, expanding the temporal frame of what 
we normally understand as durational per for mance.19 “In  every common- 
sense, everyday way, a corporation is not a person. Corporations  don’t 
date,  don’t have families,  don’t go catch a movie on Friday night. They also 
 don’t go to jail when they do something criminal. But in the eyes of the 
law, corporations enjoy many of the same rights— including  free speech 
and religious expression— and protections afforded to individuals.”20 In an 
1892 case, it was established that “since a corporation has no soul, it can-
not have  actual wicked intent . . .  and in 1909, the Supreme Court found 
it ‘true that  there are some crimes which, in their nature, cannot be com-
mitted by corporations.’ ”21  We’re back to the “impossibility defense” that 
I mentioned in relation to Juana la Larga of chapter  6: “A defendant is 
accused of a criminal attempt that failed only  because the crime was fac-
tually or legally impossible to commit.”22 Corporations, it seems, have all 
of the rights and none of the liabilities of persons. However, pretending to 
be that body or person, as we discovered, can have adverse effects.  Here, 
then, I examine the ways in which impersonation led to conundrums 
about which kinds of impersonation are naturalized, which are found to 
trou ble the limits of the law, and which kinds of po liti cal subjectivities 
they bring into presence.

Over the years, the Hemispheric Institute has offered a number of courses 
called Art and Re sis tance in Chiapas, Mexico, as mentioned  earlier in this 
work. Hemi,  housed at New York University, offers graduate- level courses 
through the department of per for mance studies, where I teach, and accepts 
students from nyu and from universities throughout the Amer i cas. In 2013, 
as usual, the goal was to create an immersive, multilingual environment 
in which collaborative learning could take place through  doing as well as 
through traditional text-  and discussion- based seminars. In addition to re-
searching the topic of re sis tance as a series of acts— from armed re sis tance 
to civil disobedience, revolt, refusal, protest, foot- dragging, and so on—we 
always offer a workshop that ends in a public per for mance directed by Jesusa 
Rodríguez.

This was the third time Rodríguez and I had taught the course, although 
we always changed the topic. That year we focused on the health, social, and 
economic prob lems caused by genet ically modified (gm) corn. Monsanto 
had asked permission from sagarpa, the Mexican Secretariat of Agriculture, 



p r o o f

230 Chapter Nine

to plant gm corn commercially in Mexico. They had planted it experimen-
tally since 2009. Although Mexico’s National Biosecurity Commission had 
issued a moratorium on planting gm corn in 1998, President Felipe Calde-
rón lifted it in 2009  after a personal meeting with Monsanto.23 Activists 
throughout Mexico  were mobilized to intervene against further invasion of 
gm corn. Genet ically modified organisms (gmos), they agree, impoverish 
local farmers and can pose health dangers. They threaten the diversity of 
the crop, the environment, and the cultures that developed in connection to 
agricultural practices. Monsanto, like other corporations, funds scholars to 
contest the evidence against them. Its goal is not to prove that gmos are safe 
or beneficial to society, but to create enough doubt in  people’s minds so that 
safety and economic issues become a  matter of opinion rather than fact.24 
Mesoamericans have been developing corn for the past ten thousand years. 
They think of themselves, by extension, as the  people of corn. Hundreds of 
countries have condemned planting gm crops and understand them as es-
pecially threatening to countries of origin,  those places where the crops  were 
first grown and developed.25

In July  2013, as usual, the thirty- five participants from throughout the 
Amer i cas (and beyond) staged a wonderful street per for mance of the  People 
of Corn combating big bad Monsanto. As is typical of both theatrical and 
 legal fictions, the mammoth agricultural complex was reduced to one rep-
resentable character, Monsanto. For us, Monsanto wore a tuxedo, a top hat, 
and a pig’s face. On his arm, a glorious drag performer dressed in a variation 
of the national flag pranced around as the adoring Motherland,  eager to pick 
up the pennies that fell from Monsanto’s wallet (fig. 9.1).

The performer could not wear the  actual flag, as that is against the law 
in Mexico. The  People of Corn, covered in body paint, sang and danced 
to the God of Corn. The per for mance moved  toward the Plaza de la Paz 
in front of the cathedral, gathering more spectators as it moved along. The 
per for mance ended  there with a public volleyball game between Monsanto’s 
evildoers and the  People of Corn. Every one was invited to participate on 
 either side, though almost every one took the side of the  People of Corn. A 
young Mayan girl threw the ball that defeated the Monsanto team, to  great 
applause and shouts of joy (fig. 9.2). The group carried the beaming girl on 
their shoulders in triumph (fig. 9.3).

In 2013, as in previous years, we invited artists, scholars, and activists to 
participate in the course. Lorie Novak, a photographer and professor of pho-
tography and imaging at nyu, joined us for the second time. Jacques Servin 
of The Yes Men, who was a visiting professor in per for mance studies, also 
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participated. Andy Bichlbaum (Jacques Servin) and Mike Bonanno (Igor 
Vamos) are The Yes Men, artivists who parody power ful corporate leaders 
and spokesmen through what they call “identity correction,” that is, “imper-
sonating big- time criminals in order to publicly humiliate them, and other-
wise giving journalists excuses to cover impor tant issues.”26 So while The Yes 
Men use the media, they do not target the media. Rather, as they say, they 
give journalists the excuse to talk about serious and ongoing issues that do 
not necessarily qualify as newsworthy.

Servin (as Bichlbaum) writes in Beautiful Trou ble:

When trying to understand how a machine works, it helps to expose its 
guts. The same can be said of power ful  people or corporations who enrich 
themselves at the expense of every one  else. By catching power ful entities 
off- guard— say, by speaking on their behalf about wonderful  things they 
should do (but in real ity  won’t)— you can momentarily expose them to 
public scrutiny. In this way, every one gets to see how they work and can 
figure out how better to oppose them. . . .  This is identity correction. . . .  

9.1  Monsanto and the Mexican Motherland. San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, 2013. 
Photo: lorie novak.
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9.2–9.3  Defeating Monsanto. San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas, 2013. photo: lorie 
novak.
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Instead of speaking truth to power, as the Quakers suggest, you assume 
the mask of power to speak a  little lie that tells a greater truth.27

Telling a lie to tell the truth closely aligns with what Carrie Lambert- Beatty 
calls parafiction. Along with the other paraworlds mentioned in this study, 
parafiction marks the coexistence and besideness of “fiction or fictiveness.” 
Parafiction “remains a bit outside . . .  has one foot in the field of the real.” She 
continues, “Parafiction real and/or imaginary personages and stories intersect 
with the world as it is being lived.”28 While pretending to be big bad Mon-
santo might belong to the fictive, big bad Monsanto continued to do terrible 
 things in the real world. For Lambert- Beatty, parafiction focuses less on the 
“disappearance of the real than  toward the pragmatics of trust. . . .  For a mo-
ment at least, for vari ous durations, and for vari ous purposes,  these fictions 
are experienced as fact.”29 While The Yes Men actions certainly have a foot in 
the real, one of the  legal questions they raise is about the degree to which they 
are “experienced as fact.” In all cases, however, they do shake fictions of trust.

Since 1999, The Yes Men have been getting into all sorts of mischief with 
their parafictions, impersonating a spokesperson from Dow Chemical on 
the bbc Newshour, another from Halliburton, yet another claiming to be 
from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in a live forum, and so on. During 
 these impersonations, the two often build false hope that companies  will 
fi nally do the right  thing (compensate the victims of the Bhopal disaster in 
Dow’s case) or that the U.S. Chamber of Commerce would support envir-
onmental legislation.30 When the organ izations rushed to declare that in 
fact the announcements  were a hoax, that they had no intention of  doing 
the right  thing, they fell into what is known as a “decision dilemma”— the 
“damned if you do and damned if you  don’t” gold standard for activists. The 
target looks ridicu lous no  matter what it does.31

Typically, The Yes Men start their action with a fake website that looks 
real. Servin and Vamos create nearly identical sites and simply change the 
url slightly. Their fake Dow Chemical site drew some criticism from Dow, 
but nothing  else. When the bbc was looking for a Dow Chemical repre-
sentative to speak on the twentieth anniversary of the Bhopal disaster, they 
found Jude Finisterra (Servin as the saint of lost  causes positioned at the end 
of the world) happy to comply. On the air, Servin played Finisterra with a 
straight face, the very picture of concern and thoughtfulness befitting a well- 
meaning executive (fig. 9.4).

At moments, as often with Servin’s vari ous personas, he looked slightly 
baffled.32 The complexity of it all often throws his characters slightly off 
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kilter, comically giving them a somewhat lost feel. The film The Yes Men 
Fix the World (2009) shows a very ner vous Servin almost  running out of 
the bbc studios, like David getting away from Goliath. Chalk up one for 
the  little guy. Dow stock prices in Eu rope dropped precipitously. Trust had 
been shaken, although it seemed that the sinking stocks meant investors 
could not trust Dow to value money over lives. Dow was too savvy to sue 
The Yes Men, but they did send “spies,” as Servin calls them, to keep track 
of their  doings.33

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, on the other hand, demonstrated less 
caution. It was so incensed at The Yes Men’s fake site that it issued a take-
down notice in 2009 demanding they take down the “infringing material.”34 
The Electronic Frontier Foundation, defending The Yes Men, argued that the 
“Parodic Site is obviously designed for purposes of criticism and comment 
and protected by the fair use doctrine.”35 The argument was that parody, 
with only one foot in the real, clearly belonged to a diff er ent (not real) regis-
ter based on humor and criticism rather than fact.

As with the Dow case, The Yes Men de cided to impersonate a Chamber 
of Commerce spokesperson to push the hoax further. In 2010, Servin as 
Andy as the spokesperson gave a press conference pretending to be a rep-
resentative of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, announcing the chamber 

9.4  Jacques Servin as Jude Finisterra assures bbc viewers that Dow Chemical  will do the 
right  thing by all the victims of the Bhopal disaster.
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had reversed its plans to derail responsible congressional legislation on 
climate change.36 The chamber, which pre sents itself as if it  were a govern-
ment agency, sued The Yes Men for “fraudulent acts . . .  [that] deceived the 
press and the public and caused injury to the Chamber.” In a way, the cham-
ber suggests that the hoax violates public trust in its pretend status as an of-
ficial, seemingly po liti cally neutral state agency. “ These acts,” the complaint 
continued, “are nothing less than commercial identity theft masquerading 
as social activism.”37 The chamber insisted that  these “conducts” are “de-
structive of public discourse”  because they “disguise the true motives of the 
persons who took that property.” The defendants, Servin and Vamos, the 
lawsuit states, are “engaged in a business [they] call ‘identity correction.’ ” 
The complaint repeated that the acts  were fraud, not “hoaxes,” used to pro-
mote The Yes Men’s films and increase the sale of T- shirts. The Yes Men 
maintained it was all mimesis, as in ideas that “cluster around the motif of 
artistic ‘deception.’ ”38 The chamber’s complaint quotes Servin as telling the 
New York Times, “ We’re comedians, basically. It’s all theatre.” The tension 
illuminated diff er ent understandings of both “lies” and the “real,” with each 
side claiming they  were committed to defending or exposing the truth. As 
the lawsuit dragged on and on, the chamber fi nally gave up its suit. The Yes 
Men then sued them for dropping the suit. The  legal framework ironically 
enabled The Yes Men to develop even more theatre. “Sometimes it takes a 
lie to expose the truth,” The Yes Men say. All the brouhaha provoked by the 
hoaxes proved invaluable in keeping the companies’ wrongdoings in the 
public eye.

Impersonating corporations leads to a fun house world of mirroring, 
masking, and masquerading as a person that trou bles perception, making 
it look as if power always resides elsewhere, impossible to locate. Corpo-
rations are hard to pin down. Who is, or rather was, Monsanto now that 
Bayer has bought them out?39 The corporation? Or the  people who run it? 
Or the  people who carry out com pany policies? Or the stock holders? In 
the Citizens United case, for example, the Supreme Court “held that if in-
dividuals have  free speech, then so must collected groups of individuals. 
Corporations are groups of individuals and, therefore, they have  free speech 
rights.”40 Who exactly are  these individuals who have rights but never have 
to accept responsibility for what the com pany does? Corporations also mask 
their transnational networks by buying real estate and branding it with their 
name.  Here but not  here. Presente, but not  really. Bureaucrats wear suits and 
ties to embody and represent the financial interests of the mega rich who 
hide  behind corporate labels and identities. Ventriloquists reiterate faux 
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facts,  little lies, and big lies that emanate from who knows where. Meanwhile 
actors are called fakes.

In 2013, when Servin was with us in Chiapas, activists  were anxiously 
waiting for the news of  whether sagarpa would grant Monsanto’s bid 
to plant gm corn commercially. Rodríguez communicated with activists 
from throughout the country, coordinating events and efforts to inter-
cede. For years she had led nationwide protests through her Resistencia 
Creativa proj ect that uses art, humor, per for mance, and other creative 
practices to inform Mexicans about the dangers posed by gmos.41 As we 
sat in the Zapatista restaurant on Real de Guadalupe, an upscale walk-
ing street in San Cristóbal de las Casas, the idea came to us—we would 
create a Yes Men action against Monsanto. Some local activists and some 
participants in the class wanted to join in. In a few days we had prepared 
our digital action. In true Yes Men fashion, we launched a fake website 
claiming to be Monsanto’s. Our press release, on the fake Monsanto web-
site, announced that the request for expanded gmo cultivation had been 
granted by sagarpa and thanked all  those  people in government for their 
invaluable help in moving Monsanto’s interests along to fruition. We, of 
course, thanked them by name and carbon copied them in our commu-
niqué (fig. 9.5).

mexico city (Aug 14, 2013): The planting of genet ically modified (gm) 
cornfields on a large commercial scale has been approved by the Mexi-
can Secretariat of Agriculture (sagarpa). The permit allows the planting 
of 250,000 hectares of three va ri e ties of gm corn (mon-89034-3, mon-
00603-6 and mon-88017-3) in the states of Chihuahua, Coahuila and 
Durango. This is the first time gm corn  will have been planted on a large 
commercial scale in Mexico.42

Our release went on to add that Monsanto, aware that critics would decry the 
threat to the diversity of corn in Mexico that would now be contaminated or 
displaced by the gm crops, would enact certain mea sures. “One such initia-
tive is the National Seed Vault (Bóveda Nacional de Semillas, bns), whose 
charter is to safeguard the 246 native Mexican corn strains from ever being 
fully lost.” “Fully lost,” we felt, was a nice touch. Researchers and celebrity 
chefs could come and examine the native seeds in the vault.

Another initiative, we claimed, was the creation of the Codex Mexico 
(Codice México), a digital archive preserving the vast wealth of Mexican 
culture for centuries to come. The five- hundred- year- old amatl (bark) man-
uscripts that contain much of what we know about preconquest and early 
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colonial Mexico are called “codexes.” Our “ ‘Codex México is a visionary 
initiative that  will allow  future generations of  children to know far more 
about our lives  today than we know of our pre- Columbian ancestors,’ noted 
forensic anthropologist Marcelo Rodríguez Gutiérrez. ‘Never again  will the 
wealth of this region’s culture be lost as social conditions change.’ ” This new 
conquest, we suggested, would be kinder and less devastating than the last. 
To illustrate the contribution of the codex, Lorie Novak included corny 
photo graphs and empty captions: “Mexican Corn.”

Monsanto, faced with the decision dilemma of responding to or ignoring 
the prank, did not take long to respond. Just as we  were sitting down for a 
celebratory margarita (fig. 9.6), Monsanto had us on the phone demanding 
that we take our hoax site down. They insisted we issue a retraction immedi-
ately. We agreed, of course. Another press release, by us but again seemingly 
from Monsanto, “denounced the release as a hoax, crediting a group of stu-
dents and activists called Sin Maíz No Hay Vida (Without Corn  There Is No 
Life).”43  There we fully explained what Monsanto was up to. The reveal, The 
Yes Men’s revelation of the hoax, always happens within twenty- four hours 

9.5  Communiqué from “Monsanto.”
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of the act, if it  hasn’t already been uncovered. The lie may be useful in illu-
minating a larger egregious act, but it is not allowed to stand.44 Unlike fraud, 
our intentions  were neither to profit nor deceive but, rather, to provoke a 
conversation. A few news outlets knew that both our press release and our 
denouncement  were a prank—no one familiar with Monsanto’s strategies 
could believe that the corporation would issue such declarations— but they 
took advantage of the excuse to throw light on the corruption shrouding 
Monsanto and sagarpa. Given the widespread activism around the gmo 
issue, we  were leaked a confidential email that Monsanto had just sent to 
sagarpa, apologizing for the confusion that our “reprehensible action” had 
caused and promising to get  things  under control.45 Monsanto reiterated 
the need for confidentiality. Monsanto, imposters too, had to perform their 
role as responsible and efficacious collaborators for the authorities. We also 
published that email.46

On September 13, 2013, Monsanto contacted the president of nyu to com-
plain about the street and digital actions. They wanted to know about the 
course, see the syllabus, and understand the relationship of the actions to 
nyu. They demanded an apology from nyu.

9.6  Diana Taylor and Jacques Servin having a celebratory margarita. San Cristóbal de las 
Casas, Chiapas, 2013. photo: lorie novak.
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This created a new drama, one that dominated our fall semester in 2013 at 
nyu. This drama was complex. In Victor Turner’s language of social drama, 
it could be characterized as consisting of a breach or rupture caused by a 
transgressive act (launching the fake website?), a crisis (which spanned the 
fall semester), the reparative acts (involving Monsanto  lawyers, nyu, and 
myself), and the resolution (hopefully to come).47 The series of acts that con-
stituted the drama shifted between overt and covert, play and “dark play” in 
Richard Schechner’s words.48 Play, like the law perhaps, is usually regulated 
by rules and agreements, but it was not quite clear during that time what we 
all thought we  were agreeing to. Had we even agreed to agree? More in the 
realm of dark play, we did not all know who  were playing. The law struc-
tured its per for mance of authority and consensus, agreeing that we  were in 
violation. Servin and I started coming into presence as a prob lem, a prob lem 
for Monsanto and, by extension, a prob lem for nyu. We defended diff er-
ent rules based on freedom of speech that included the right to parody and 
critique.

In several ways, Monsanto started to appear as a person and persona 
invested with personality before my eyes. Persona, in classical Greek the-
atre, is literally the mask through which the actor speaks the words. No 
one ever saw the face of the being that uttered the words, only the mask or 
persona transmitting them. Monsanto’s spokespeople  were literally mouth-
pieces, ventriloquists conveying language. I never knew who, if anybody, 
was  behind the mask. The mask of Monsanto removed the “object from 
our grasp,” to paraphrase Brecht.49 But contrary to Brecht’s “alienation ef-
fect” that builds on dialectical materialism “to unearth society’s laws of 
 motion . . .  [and] treats social situations as pro cesses, and traces out all 
their inconsistencies,” this form of alienation made the powers more inac-
cessible and potent, unlocatable yet ubiquitous.50 Monsanto’s spokespeople 
impersonated and embodied a corporation (corporare) that itself imper-
sonated being a person.

On a diff er ent level, Monsanto seemed to be a person with feelings. It (he? 
she?) claimed to have been hurt and embarrassed, and needed an apology. 
Corporations legally count as persons  after all; they have rights and, appar-
ently, they have emotions. “Monsanto” had complained to nyu. But again, 
who is Monsanto and to whom did he/she/it complain? In what guise? 
Where  were the  people  behind  these masks? That  legal fiction functions as 
its own form of impersonation. The fiction of the corporation as a person 
was, it seemed, an acceptable and permissible impersonation, while imper-
sonating a corporate impersonation was not.
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 Lawyers for nyu repeatedly questioned Servin and me. We stressed that 
the digital action had nothing to do with nyu. It was not on the syllabus or 
part of the course. We forwarded the materials, syllabus included, requested 
by Monsanto. We reiterated that nyu had no reason to issue an apology.

We had a few questions of our own for Monsanto. We asked the  lawyers 
to ask what Monsanto objected to— the street action or the digital action. Is 
impersonation on the street diff er ent from impersonation online? It could 
not be that  simple. We had impersonated Monsanto before, in a street action 
comparing the insatiable agribusiness to the insatiable mouth of Tlaltecuhtli, 
the Aztec god/dess of the earth who devours her creations. It would seem 
that embodied actions in some distant town in southern Mexico did not 
resonate much. Yet again Servin had been sued for impersonating a Cham-
ber of Commerce representative in the flesh. The difference, Servin and I 
concluded, was not about the online or offline nature of the impersonation 
but about the reach of the prank.

We also wanted to know how our action had harmed Monsanto.  After all, 
it was just play. A per for mance, such as the street action, can be considered 
a form of repre sen ta tion. Monsanto in a pig’s mask was a repre sen ta tion. A 
performative, on the other hand, can be considered a speech act, a form 
of incitement.51 We, like The Yes Men before, claimed ours was intended 
as an art proj ect— a per for mance rather than a performative. We  were not 
trying to do something, make something happen, we said. This was not an 
animative— a refusal to play the game. On the contrary, we  were playing. 
And arguably, if readers had actually believed the fake website, it might be 
said that we  were trying to make Monsanto look good, as if it cared about 
bio-  and cultural diversity.52 Privately, of course, Servin and I actually hoped 
Monsanto could show we had injured them— that would have been proof of 
the efficacy of activist per for mance. But no proof of injury or efficacy was 
forthcoming.

Before long, an nyu  lawyer and a top administrator came to visit me in 
my office. Phrases such as code of ethics, academic freedom, and conflict of 
interest came up. Apparently, our action had placed us on the wrong side of 
each. The  lawyer and se nior administrator from nyu told me with straight 
 faces that I might be guilty of conflict of interest.  Really? How so? I asked. 
Apparently the Hemispheric Institute site linked to The Yes Men’s, where 
they sold T- shirts. But then I asked the se nior administrator, “ Weren’t you 
once one of Monsanto’s lead counsels? Some might call that a conflict of in-
terest.” The  lawyer hastened to add that conflict of interest was not necessar-
ily a bad  thing, it just needed to be managed. The administrator straightened 
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herself up uncomfortably in her chair and scratched “conflict of interest” off 
her list of our infractions.

Violation of an ethical code? An impor tant university person had re-
cently sent an email on official letterhead asking employees for donations 
to a right- wing politician, payable through his office. Was that a violation 
of nyu’s ethical code, I asked them? Just asking. That violation was also 
scratched off the list of my infractions.

The administrator reminded me that I was not covered by academic 
freedom.

Monsanto, I said to my visitors, had seemingly infinite resources and 
strategies to  counter any critiques or evidence of wrongdoing against them. 
All we (professors) had to shield us was academic freedom.53  Were they 
 really  going to go  after me on the grounds of academic freedom? They must 
have agreed it  wasn’t worth their while to continue the conversation, but 
they did admonish me not to do it again.

As I put in an email to members of the administration who continued to 
question  whether my actions  were covered by academic freedom: “For me, 
as a per for mance studies scholar, the hoax and writing and acting are all 
ways to express ourselves in the face of enormous corporate interests that 
do very real harm.” Polluting the environment, destroying local economies, 
meddling in educational institutions, and harming  humans all theoretically 
count as violations, but which violations  matter and which do not? The law, 
apparently, legitimates certain per for mances, turning away from the harms 
they permit, and negatively sanctions  others (plays, pranks) on the basis of 
a harm they are said to cause.

Nonetheless, the logic around academic freedom seemed paradoxical: if 
my use of a hoax  were part of a course, it would be covered by academic 
freedom. If it  were not covered  because it took place outside the limits of my 
institutional commitments, then why would nyu have to weigh in? Again, 
 there’s no clear agreement on what academic freedom might mean and what 
it covers, especially now in the Trump era. Greg Lukianoff defined it in Fire’s 
Guide to  Free Speech on Campus “as a general recognition that the acad-
emy must be  free to research, teach, and debate ideas without censorship or 
outside interference.” Following that definition,  those who study and teach 
 there must be able to pursue knowledge without corporations impeding and 
subverting academic work.54 Monsanto and other corporations and mili-
tary entities fund research at all of our universities.  There is a rotating- door 
hiring pro cess between  these industries and universities, as the role of ex- 
Monsanto  lawyer, now current highly placed administrative officer, makes 
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clear.  These businesses influence what areas of inquiry are impor tant, pri-
oritized, and funded. And yet I am not allowed to critique them? Is that 
academic freedom?

If we must make a choice, as the law apparently requires, then we  will 
need to agree on under lying values. Which per for mance is more impor-
tant to society: a group of concerned artists and academics impersonating a 
hurtful corporation, or a corporation intent on impersonating hurt feelings?

 After many back- and- forths, it seemed that the street action, which was 
officially related to the course, did not  really bother Monsanto. While the 
actor wore a pig’s mask to impersonate Monsanto, no one actually believed 
it was Monsanto—it was a per for mance; the joke was clear, and it took 
place far away, in a small Mexican city. The digital action, on the other 
hand, reached a far broader audience (including the  people who  were con-
sidering granting permission to Monsanto). It might be argued that  people 
for a short period of time actually thought the fake announcement came 
from Monsanto, which got them activated— thus it was a performative, 
language that acts, that makes something happen. In any case, that level of 
exposure was no laughing  matter, and Monsanto was taking it very seri-
ously indeed, operating  behind closed doors as usual to intimidate their 
critics.

As the fall semester wore on, it seemed that Monsanto no longer insisted 
on a formal public apology from nyu. A confidential apology, available only 
to “persons who need to know,” as an email put it, would be sufficient. As 
before, I argued strongly against this, stating that Monsanto would use the 
(confidential) apology to justify itself and discredit critique before Mexican 
lawmakers.

Civil liberties  lawyers argue that the ambiguity around the  legal under-
standings of impersonation could clamp down on  free speech. Matt Zim-
merman, the  lawyer with the Electronic Frontier Foundation that defended 
The Yes Men from the Chamber of Commerce, notes, “the concern is it 
gives a lot of discretion to law enforcement to go  after First Amendment 
activity. . . .  The resulting consequence of that is that  people  will feel chilled 
and intimidated and hence decide to not engage in perfectly legitimate forms 
of social protest  because  they’re worried that not only might they be sued, 
but they could actually go to jail.”55 Po liti cal speech is,  after all, what the First 
Amendment protects, according to Christopher Dunn of the New York Civil 
Liberties Union: “Po liti cal, religious and other speech often is intended to be 
annoying. But that is precisely the type of speech the First Amendment was 
designed to protect.”56
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In October 2013, a Mexico City judge, Marroquin Zaleta, issued a tem-
porary halt that prohibited sagarpa from granting Monsanto permission 
to plant gm corn in Mexico,  either on an experimental, pi lot, or commercial 
basis.57 A December 2013 ruling upheld that position.58 Subsequent court 
rulings have prohibited the planting of gm corn in Central Amer i ca. Agro-
BIO and other firms have lobbied to overturn Judge Marroquin Zaleta’s 2013 
ruling and demand he be taken off the case.59 The strug gles continue into 
the pre sent, but the prohibition against planting gm corn stands, at least 
in theory. In practice Monsanto aka Bayer continues to plant its genet ically 
modified crops.

Did our digital action prove efficacious? Did we  really derail or at least 
postpone Monsanto’s plans? Although we would love to think so, this hoax 
was one of thousands of interventions that artists and activists constantly 
carry out to keep gmos out of Mexico and other countries. We did not know 
most of them, but we  were reassured to be among  people who use their tal-
ents to keep (further) bad  things from happening.  These networks of core-
sis tance can make a difference. Unfortunately, local activists are usually the 
ones taking the heat from corporations for intervening in their plans.60

But the action did place many in a decision dilemma. Would nyu tell 
Monsanto to go away and reiterate that nyu had nothing to do with the 
digital action (my suggestion)? What would happen to Jesusa Rodríguez, 
to Jacques Servin, and to me? Would the Hemispheric Institute have to dis-
tance itself even further from direct actions such as this one?

As of this writing, the Hemi- nyu- Monsanto conundrum seems to have 
been resolved or, better, dropped. Instead of reaching a resolution, the issue 
went away. Monsanto, of course, was too smart to go  after The Yes Men. 
Monsanto just wanted a letter from nyu declaring our action unethical. 
They  were even willing to accept a confidential letter, read by only a few 
key  people. I could not find out if nyu ever issued the letter of apology. Al-
though Bayer absorbed Monsanto, deemed too toxic a brand, and Monsanto 
Roundup now masquerades as Bayer Roundup, “Bayer Chairman Werner 
Baumann said in a statement, ‘We  will listen to our critics and work together 
where we find common ground.’ ”61

Happily, in any case, we  were history.
But I too had been caught up in an identity correction. Coming into pres-

ence as an activist as well as a scholar has shifted my sense of temporality, re-
sponsibility, my worlds of interlocutors, and my understanding of the stakes. 
I remember one of the conversations we had at the first Hemi Encuentro in 
Rio de Janeiro in 2000. Apparently many participants found it strange that 
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we would convene artists, activists, and scholars to think and collaborate 
together. Fi nally  after working together for a few days, some of the artists 
spoke up: “We know why the artists and activists are  here, but what are you 
[the scholars]  doing  here?” I responded that artists and activists often work 
with their bodies— every thing from voice, to body art, to movement, to put-
ting one’s body on the line. But who, I asked, complicated our understand-
ing of the body as raced, gendered, sexed, and so on? “Okay, you can stay.” 
We agreed to work together. But it’s still difficult to refuse disciplinary lines 
and loyalties, the age- old divisions between the knowing and the  doing. I 
have to do something, but accept that I can only do what I can do. If  there’s 
a price to pay, so be it.  After the administrator and the nyu  lawyer warned 
me “not to do it again,” I said that I would write the incident up in an essay. 
“If they [Monsanto] come  after me for that, I’ll write more.” But again, it’s 
not that  simple. I too have been forced to confront my mask of power and 
recognize how risk is unevenly distributed not just throughout society but 
in my own practice. Jesusa Rodríguez risks her life (which has been threat-
ened more than once). Now a senator in Mexico, Rodríguez is taking the 
fight against gmos to the Senate floor. Jacques Servin has a collection of 
injunctions, cease and desist letters, and other warnings. He answers the 
performative with an animative; he turns his back and keeps laughing and 
finding ways to correct corrupt po liti cal and corporate identities. Visiting 
and adjunct faculty face more risks of losing jobs than do tenured, full, and 
distinguished professors. Servin was not reappointed to nyu. Organ izations 
such as Hemi also run the risk of losing support and funding. In short, the 
prank had repercussions for all of us, in diff er ent ways.

Armed with scholarship and creativity, I continue to do what I can from 
where I am. What can I do when it seems that  there’s nothing to be done, and 
 doing nothing is not an option? Lots of  things, apparently.

Have I changed tactics in regard to knowledge, action, truth, and power?
yes  ma’am!!62

¡Presente!
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What to do when it seems that nothing can be done and  doing nothing is 
not an option?

This study has looked at ways in which certain artists, activists, and schol-
ars throughout the Amer i cas have responded to this question. Some, like 
the Zapatistas, opted for armed re sis tance followed by the creation of an 
autonomous, communal government.  Others, such as the civil servants in 
chapter 2, turned their backs on the official demand for compliance.  Others 
staged protests, pranks, per for mances, and memes, and traveled in caravans 
to intervene in situations they found intolerable.  There are so many ways to 
be ¡Presente! In closing, I  will reflect on one act, one gesture, so small and yet 
so life affirming that it crystalizes an ethics of care, of being ¡presente! with 
and to  others. I’ve come to think of this gesture as one of the most moving 
I’ve encountered in my many years of engaging in this kind of intellectual 
and po liti cal meandering.

In February 1995, Leonilla Vasquez asked her  daughters Norma and Ber-
narda Romero Vázquez (both in their late teens or early twenties) to go buy 
bread and milk. To do so, the two young  women had to cross the train tracks 
that ran next to their very modest  house in Patrona, Veracruz, Mexico. On 
their way home carry ing the plastic bags with bread and milk, they  stopped 
for the oncoming train. Men,  women, and  children clung to the top of the 
train. As they stood watching wagon  after wagon push past them, a  couple of 
young men shouted, “Madre,  we’re hungry! We  haven’t eaten in four days!” 
The young  women hesitated, then handed up their bags of food. When they 
got home empty- handed they thought their  mother would be angry. The 
 family had very  little money. Instead, Leonilla thought and said, “You did 
the right  thing.” That night, Leonilla told us, she could not sleep.1 Why, she 
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wondered, had she never thought about the hundreds of  people on top of the 
train that goes right past her  house? Who  were they? Where did they come 
from, and where they  were  going?  She’d only thought of them as moscas 
(flies) glued to the train. She resolved that she could not eat if they did not 
eat. Her  daughters thought she was delusional. How can you feed them all? 
We  don’t know who they are— what if  they’re criminals fleeing from justice?2

Leonilla  didn’t let their objections deter her. She  didn’t know who they 
 were, she said, and therefore would not judge them. But she knew they  were 
hungry, and she would feed them.  She’d do it alone. She started with a kilo 
of rice, a kilo of beans, and tortillas. Her husband and  daughters saw her de-
termination and agreed to help. A spontaneous act of kindness turned into 
a life- changing mission. Now, more than twenty years  later, Las Patronas— 
Leonilla, her  daughters, and her grand daughters— continue to prepare bags 
of food for three hundred to five hundred (and often more) Central Ameri-
can mi grants riding La Bestia, which passes by their  house three times a day. 
They ask for nothing in return.

 There are many  things we could say about this: the brutal nature of the 
mi grant crisis, the terrors of La Bestia (subject of Óscar Martínez’s book 
by that name), the gendered and radical nature of the generosity, the role 
of faith, the lack of humanitarian response by state or church officials, the 
impossibility of the task the  women undertake, three times a day, seven days 
a week, year in and year out, providing food for  people they do not know 

E.1  Norma, of Las Patronas, hands food to mi grants traveling on top of La Bestia, the 
train that heads north to the U.S. border. Ecologies of Mi grant Care, August 2017.
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and  will never see again. They call themselves “ women of faith,” but  they’re 
not nuns or  doing church- related or supported work. Unlike the  Mothers of 
Plaza de Mayo, ¡Eureka!, or other  women’s groups that have spent de cades 
fighting for social justice,  these  women do not have a personal or po liti-
cal stake to motivate their acts. Their actions do not come from a place of 
strug gle. No one in their  family has migrated, and they have no theory on 
immigration policy. They know they  will never solve the prob lem— but they 
tirelessly exert themselves anyway. How to explain it?

I close with a reflection (not an explication or theorization) on the em-
pathetic gesture that turns ¡Presente! into a life proj ect. The  women hold up 
their hands with food and  water. Not for themselves, not just for their ethnic 
or po liti cal kin, but for strangers. That’s all. That’s every thing. If this empa-
thetic gesture animates a life- affirming form of ¡Presente!, how, I wondered, 
might I/we be able to emulate, imitate, replicate, transform it into sustained 
po liti cal practice?

This gesture performs not only between bodies (the two young  women 
holding out the bags of food to the mi grants) but across vari ous expressive 
arenas. From medieval Latin gestūra, gesture is a mode of action. It refers 
to a movement by the body intended to express a thought or feeling, an 
emotion, an idea, an opinion, and a po liti cal posture. The embodied, com-
municative, affective, and po liti cal dimensions of the word open up an ex-
pressive field of possibility, which ranges from the empty impulse (a token 
or meaningless gesture), to the small move (my gesture in offering up this 
book, or the Ecologies of Mi grant Care proj ect), to the accomplished act 
(Las Patronas giving out food). Gestures can be both fleeting expressions 
and iterable, quotable enactments that cite previous acts and positions— 
every thing from Brecht’s gestus to the hands holding the bag up  toward 
the train. Gestures often accompany speech, but they are not reducible to 
verbal language. They capture the many facets and forms of expression that 
make up a communicative act. Gesturing ¡Presente!, Las Patronas make 
manifest their commitment to care for  those who pass their home in need. 
Day in, day out, they hold up their bags of food and  water. They expanded 
their care to mi grants traveling by foot when the cartel gangs and Mexican 
federal agents made it too dangerous for them to  ride the train.3 With help 
from international organ izations, Las Patronas built dormitories, wash-
rooms, a wide- open dining room, and a laundry room to  house  those who 
 stopped on their journey.  They’ve connected to  human rights organ izations 
that help mi grants with medical and  legal issues. Where does the money 
to expand their offerings come from? One benefactor, they found out  later, 
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was a Central American  woman who had reached Canada  after traveling 
north, past their  house, on the train. She had been a recipient of their kind-
ness and wanted to extend the gesture.

Empathy too covers a broad range of meanings spanning spontaneous, 
neurological, visceral response in  human and nonhuman animals to the pre-
dicament of  others.4 Often studies equate empathy with identification, mir-
roring, and even appropriation (their pain becomes our pain).  People worry 
about “rampant empathy” that we cannot control.5 Empathy, some say, is 
manipulated for po liti cal reasons. Empathy, studies prove, is innate but easy 
to override— young  children can be taught to not care about or even to hate 
 others. Thinking about empathy in other animals might help untangle some 
of  these charges against empathy. My dog, for example, sits close beside me 
when I’m upset— she’s not appropriating, identifying, or manipulating me. 
Yet  these arguments have been instrumental in teaching us to not care, to 
rationalize and justify not caring. Las Patronas give examples of how  people 
constantly try to dissuade them from helping the mi grants— who are they? 
And what are they to you? It’s not your prob lem. “I  don’t care. Do U?” as 
Melania Trump signaled to the world.

The example of Las Patronas, however, offers a more hopeful, relational 
way to think about empathy as part of this spontaneous act of  doing some-
thing when it seems as if nothing can be done. Leonilla says they have to do 
what they can (“Lo que puedamos,” as Leonilla put it). It’s not about identi-
fication or compassion— they are not us. She is not mirroring them or feel-
ing their pain— she enjoys stability,  family, food and shelter, extremely modest 
though it be. She’s not asking for anything in return. For her, the sharing of 
food creates and humanizes the relationship— the mi grants go from being flies 
to being  people. The  women never talk about the poor mi grants or the unjust 
system. They do not judge: “Nadie sabe como viene la gente” (We never know 
who  people are). The mi grants are hungry and they have food. It’s that  simple.

Las Patronas’ gesture, I believe, potentializes or mobilizes an ontological 
and epistemic understanding of ¡Presente! as copresence, of subjectivity as 
participatory and relational, founded on mutual recognition and responsi-
bility. Empathetic gestures are not contagious— others in the town, includ-
ing the Catholic Church, have not followed the  women’s generous example, 
though some  people at times come out to help distribute the food. But they 
are learnable— for Leonilla it was a choice. She reflected on her  daughters’ 
spontaneous act of sharing (the visceral response) and turned that into a 
lifelong practice— a responsibility.
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A  gesture, Ricardo Dominguez writes,  “makes manifest a set of social 
relations that extend beyond the per for mance. . . .  At the core of a gesture is 
the potential of a body or of bodies to create new types of agency and social 
interventions,” ways of  doing, of being ¡Presente!, of standing up, showing 
up, responding, and accepting responsibility, when it seems  there is nothing 
to be done.

Xuno’s Dream

Just before I left Chiapas to visit Las Patronas in Veracruz in August 2017, 
Xuno López told me he’d had a dream in which he and I were walking to-
gether when a huge wall or building started to collapse near us. His first 
instinct was to run to save his life, but he realized I couldn’t run. He saw that 

E.2  Alexei Taylor, The Gesture, 2019.
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my right leg was hurt. He reached out his hand to help me and was able to 
get me to his family’s house, where they healed me. 

Xuno’s dream came a month before the September 19, 2017, earthquake 
struck Mexico. My family and I were literally surrounded by the debris of 
falling buildings, the gas leaking from broken pipelines, and people run-
ning terrified into the streets. It came two years before I broke my right foot 
following Hemi’s 2019 Encuentro in Mexico City, the last I would organize 
before stepping down as director in August 2020. It came in the midst of 
the crushing human rights calamity created by Donald Trump’s xenophobic 
calls for a border wall. It came three years before the zoonotic infection of 
covid-19 paralyzed the world, a reminder that massive animal slaughter 
and the destruction of natural habitats has taken them, and us, to the point 
of extinction. The quarantined populations and grounded airplanes made 
graphic that frantic capitalism and globalization is bringing the world crash-
ing down around us. If there is a healing place and a regenerative practice, 
we need to find them now. Those who have accompanied me on this journey 
have inspired me to keep walking and talking.

�
¡Presente! Holding out one’s hand to others, is the beginning of everything.
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Prologue
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Augustina Caferri, “23 frases divertidas del comediante mexicano Cantinflas,” 
About Español, July 2, 2019, https:// www . aboutespanol . com / 23 - frases - divertidas 
- del - comediante - mexicano - cantinflas - 696281.

One ¡Presente!
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port this research. For information about the Hemispheric Institute, see https:// 
hemisphericinstitute . org / en / .

3. See Óscar Martínez, The Beast: Riding the Rails and Dodging Narcos on the 
Mi grant Trail, trans. Daniela Maria Ugaz and John Washington (London: Verso, 
2013), for a full account of La Bestia.

4. An International  Human Rights Observation Mission on the Guatemala- 
Mexico Border (modh is its Spanish acronym) was held from November 10 to 
16 to document and highlight the situation of systematic violations of  human 
rights in the border region between Guatemala and Mexico. “Mexico/Guate-
mala: International  Human Rights Observation Mission on Guatemala- Mexico 
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Central Amer i ca, including Jacques Servin of The Yes Men and Jesusa Rodrí-
guez, in Chiapas, Mexico, to create satirical digital proj ects meant to disrupt 
what we all saw as the xenophobic discourses and practices regarding Central 
American mi grants taking place in Mexico and the United States. Two of the 
interventions  were Somos el Muro (We are the wall), https:// somoselmuro . com 
. mx / , depicting a fake right- wing group of Mexicans proclaiming themselves 
“the wall” needed to keep Central Americans out. “ Every time you do noth-
ing to help, you are also part of the wall,” one character in the video assures a 
bystander. Somos el Muro enjoyed a tepid reception and then went viral about 
a year  after we created it, causing a massive response and much controversy in 
Central Amer i ca, Mexico, and the U.S. See the discussion in “On the Internet, 
Nobody Knows  You’re a Joke,” On the Media, November 30, 2018, https:// www 
. wnycstudios . org / story / internet - nobody - knows - youre - joke; Zachary Small, 
“Mexican Anti- migrant Video Goes Viral, before Artists Reveal It as Satire,” 
Hyperallergic, December 17, 2018, https:// hyperallergic . com / 475940 / millions 
- believe - an - anti - migrant - video - from - mexico - was - real - until - artists - exposed 
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