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The Red Specter 

Second invocation: Contagion 

Translated by Gian Cristoforo Fregnan 

 

 The arrow plunged into the black altar... Guadalupe's sex... 

 

O.P. 1966 

 

Summoning the Red Specter presumes an awareness that hope is our principal enemy, and that 

becoming conscious of a certain affective and social mobilization is much more salient than offering 

any tactical notes.  "This hopeless resignation is the final word of the great revolution."  So Benjamin 

reads Blanqui's words in Eternity through the stars, opening the possibility that disenchantment might 

be the weak, messianic force that filters in through the fissures left after collapse. 

 

This installment of des-bordes reprises the productive urgency that accompanied the journal's launch.  

There is an obvious reason for which this edition should have an unpleasant Mexican touch: the zone 

of disturbance that occupies this country fills disgrace with a certain exuberance.  The conjunction of 

economic crisis, political confusion, criminal effervescence, historical indecision and modernist conceit 

has marked 2009 as another symbolic year.  Indeed, in Mexico as in many other countries we have 

bad years, and then we have worse years.  To an already clumsy iconography of "the Mexican," we 

now have to add the spectacle of decapitated heads transported in coolers and left in the street; a 
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ghost town where kissing was abolished by law; and the ubiquitous image of faces stoppered up with 

surgical masks.  From the aggravation of criminal violence to the crisis provoked by the swine flu 

epidemic, to the imposition of social paralysis in the name of public hygienic, to economic crisis and 

unemployment, to whatever is left to come... 

 

Sovereignty's most recent transformation into the force of biopower resulted in the contamination of 

our bodies: by means of fear, and through a discursive construction of sickness that imposes itself on 

life, attempting to contain any trace of outbreak, excess, chaos.  Under the virological state of 

exception, fear of the invisible prevails.  If such testimony is worth anything, being in Mexico in the 

spring of 2009 meant regarding others as if they were rabid dogs, or treading the streets as if they 

were filled with corpses.  We have all been pestilent, at least for a few weeks.  Rather than accept the 

logic of fear, we shall assume here the task of thinking through contagion. 

 

Contagion (from the Latin contagio, contingere: com- "with" and targo "touch") is transmission by way 

of direct or indirect contact.  We dedicate this edition of des-bordes to precisely this activation of 

invisible threats and to the pandemic of a laughing machine directed at ideas and sensations.  The 

materials we have gathered here are distinguished by their intrinsic impossibility, by their 

incommensurability – distinguished, that is, for marking a profound, occluded structure that manifests 

itself as repetition, as compulsion, as the indelible trace of a libidinal economy that, in a double 

movement, both limits and overflows the social and the political.  This double structure obeys a chain 

of discursive displacements that we would like to make evident, without obscuring the fact that their 

emergence entails acts of violence in the epistemological field: the movement between biopower and 

necropower would thus mark the transition (both as conceptual breach and as material abyss) 

between homogeneity and heterogeneity. 

 



If the function of science is precisely to establish the homogeneity of the phenomenal field, we are 

interested in the antidote (or pharmakon) provided by a counter-methodology.  We are interested in 

the description of an inexplicable difference.  Radically, we assume that those who uphold the 

barricade here are ghosts: "Citizens, let us offer the protests of corpses" (Victor Hugo, Les 

miserables).  As George Bataille signaled, the implications of such a project are, despite their variety, 

all clearly recognizable as opposed to the "psychic structure of fascism;" that is, to a purist idealism.  If 

we refer to the effervescence of the social as a kind of revolt, it is out of a desire to exercise an 

insurgency that is wary of a humanity intoxicated with illusions of grandeur and enslaved to the myth 

of progress.  Confronted with a vanishing future, what intrigues us is the possibility of dissociating the 

notion of revolution from any concept of progress.  What unifies (and overflows) the constellation we 

offer here is the impurity of excess, non-business, consumption, unproductive expenditure; and the 

recognition that history is entropic. 

 

Here we expose the uneasiness that primitive machines of war – sacrificial, criminal, anxious and 

baroque – provoke in us, insofar as they are the expression of an inexplicable difference that confronts 

the binary pair of instrumentality and accumulation.  Thus, if we call on examples and interventions 

from contemporary art, it is because, contrary to the usual reservations and qualifications, we believe 

that many of its expressions are sensitive to the category of the in-cur(at)able.  On the one hand, the 

practices of contemporary art treat the illness that has no cure.  On the other, they overflow the 

curatorial structure of control, even though they may well require the curator's touch to ascertain that 

they do not deal in bureaucratic mechanisms of control. 

 

Beneath the rotation of signs, reality eternali 
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Helena Chávez Mac Gregor  

Enter the Ghost, exit the Ghost, re-enter the Ghost: 
The Red Specter 1 

 

Une sorte d‘obscurité hallucinante me fait lentement perdre la tête, me 

communique une torsion de tout l‘être tendu vers l‘impossible. Georges 

Bataille, Le coupable. 

 

Enter the Ghost 

I  

In November of 2008 the United States Department of Defense launched the Joint Operating 

Environment (JOE), a study that ―intended to serve as a starting point for discussions about the future 

security environment at the operational level of war.‖1 Within the section entitled ―Weak and Failing 

States‖, in the chapter ―The Contextual World‖, it states: 

 

In terms of worst-case scenarios for the Joint Force and indeed the world, two large and 

important states bear consideration for a rapid and sudden collapse: Pakistan and Mexico.  

(…) The Mexican possibility may seem less likely, but the government, its politicians, police, 

and judicial infrastructure are all under sustained assault and pressure by criminal gangs and 

drug cartels. How that internal conflict turns out over the next several years will have a major 

                                                            
1
 the JOE | The Joint Operating Environment 2008, https://us.jfcom.mil/sites/J5/j59/default.aspx /  p.ii (sic) 
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impact on the stability of the Mexican state. Any descent by the (sic) Mexico into chaos would 

demand an American response based on the serious implications for homeland security 

alone.2 

 

The previous declaration represents a betrayal of the secret that we had kept unspoken for years, a 

secret that we agreed, along with our neighbors, to keep quiet and to forget. Now that secret has been 

disclosed and we must accept that Mexico is indeed a failed state. 

Nevertheless, the JOE is wrong to assume that the solution to our failure can be solved by the 

imposition, through a military intervention, of a state based on the rule of law. Such failure goes 

beyond legal order, as it is the condition of a temporal fracture. Any attempt to normalize such 

dislocated-time-structure, formulated as a promise of progress, will always become a failure.  

This is perhaps, what has constituted us Mexicans for more than five hundred years: a history of 

impositions over cancellations that pile on top of each other creating a phantasmagoria of ruins within 

the identity of a nation that only exists as a projection of a civilizatory dream. The fracture brought 

about by the foreclosure of our history results in a collective psychosis from which we have cancelled 

some events as we expel it from our symbolic territory. Thus, our present is constituted not only by 

hysteria and neurosis as symptoms of such shocks, but also by a psychosis in which denied-time is 

manifested as a hallucination… It should not be surprising, then, that what returns is the 

materialization of a catastrophe… 

 

Exit the Ghost 

II 

                                                            
2
 Íbid., p. 36. 



The Mexican state is collapsing, if it hasn‘t already. However, forces of power, instead of standing their 

ground at the fracture of this collapsed time, are calling for their ghosts, as iconic forces of the past, to 

articulate the genealogical vindication that justifies the monopoly of violence:   

the commemoration consist in create a community simulacra based in the conjuration of past 

violence, given that domination has been built, maybe with more effectiveness than in any 

other regime in the north or in the south, in the distortion of the victims reclaim to convert them 

in dominant ideology. 3  

 

2010 will be the year of the bicentenary, and the nation is preparing for the party:   

Some are summoned from the national jubilee to make sure that the celebrated death will remain still 

–identified and buried– so the official ceremony works as the end of a long-awaited mourning. 

Mexican modern state is founded in the historical instrumentalization and sterilization of the victims 

and defatted; so, now days, the actual government is pasteurizing the ghosts to inscribe them into a 

national project whose final objective is to destroy the post-revolutionary machinery of legitimization 

and to replace it with a new system of identity vindication based on the liberal authoritarian myth.  

Others have bestowed themselves with divine sovereignty, as a way to deal with the fall of the father 

incarnated in the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). After seventy years of a single party 

dictatorship, the fall of PRI produced a shredding in the continuity of history, creating not only a 

vacuum of power but also the absence of sovereignty. That void has been occupied by violence as 

divine justice. Mexico‘s drug war is the transgression of economic logics causing that the sovereign 

right over life to be the production of death as a sacred;4 sacrificial fees that re-call old Aztec rites 

installing again the ghosts of a transfigured Huchilobos.  

                                                            
3
 Cuauhtémoc Medina. ―Fantasmas Pasteurizados‖, des-bordes, 0 )))resonancias((( desde los limites del arte y 

la política. January 2009. http://www.des-bordes.net/des-bordes/Cuauhtemoc_Medina01.php 
4
 ―Cults demand a bloody squander of men and of victims of sacrifice. In its etymological meaning, sacrifice  is 

nothing but the production of sacred things.‖ Georges Bataille. La conjuración sagrada, Adriana Hidalgo editora, 
Argentina, 2008,  p. 115. 



And those few insurgents, haunted by the state and at the risk of being destroy by the new sovereignty 

fury, are also calling upon the ghosts of past and betrayed struggles – recently graffiti showing the 

image of Zapata with the slogan ―Nos vemos en el 2010‖ (―See you in 2010‖) have appeared in some 

streets of Mexico City— conjured as a spell to invoke a time of redemption to-come: revolutionary 

times that melt in the holocaust as a promise for the possibility of fairer times. 

It soon will be 2010: the cyclic use of violence and the pasteurization of ghosts becomes the spectacle 

of a country that can‘t handle its own present.  However, as we stare at this ritual in astonishment we 

should ponder if, within this scenario, something is emerging or if we are only waiting for a subjugator 

to set it right. A father to rise up again to take cares of all of this mess. Concealing, one more time, the 

fracture in which we stand. But, is there any possibility that the ghost won‘t bee an iconic force to 

neutralize history? Can the apparition of the ghost could it be, exceeding all logic of representation, an 

irruption of a spectral time as fissure to exceed the boundaries of the possible?  

 

Re-enter the Ghost 

III 

Undeniably, time is out of joint, messy and senseless.5 Yet, the moment for eruption, announced by 

the coincidence in dates (the bicentennial of independence of Spain and the centenary of Mexican 

                                                            
5 This reading on temporality is based in the ontology of the ghost proposed by French philosopher Jacques 

Derrida in his book Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning & the New International. With 

this re-elaboration of the ghost of Marxism he stated an opposition to the construction of time, based in progress, 

established by capitalism and liberal democracies. He re-open time to deal with the fact that: ―For it must be 

cried out, at a time when some have the audacity to neo-evangelise in the name of the ideal of a liberal 

democracy that has finally realised itself as the ideal of human history: never have violence, inequality, 

exclusion, famine, and thus economic oppression affected as many human beings in the history of the earth and 

of humanity. Instead of singing the advent of the ideal of liberal democracy and of the capitalist market in the 

euphoria of the end of history, instead of celebrating the ‗end of ideologies‘ and the end of the great 

emancipatory discourses, let us never neglect this obvious macroscopic fact, made up of innumerable singular 

sites of suffering: no degree of progress allows one to ignore that never before, in absolute figures, have so 

many men, women and children been subjugated, starved or exterminated on the earth.‖ Specters of Marx, the 

state of the debt, the Work of Mourning, & the New International, translated by Peggy Kamuf, Routledge 1994. In 

this paper we are not dealing with any ontology argument but rather re-think past within the Mexican archive.  



Revolution), goes beyond the calling of every 100 years to renew a national state by means of a 

bloody purification legitimized in the victims of past violence. Because, maybe, this dislocation is the 

manifestation of the specter that opens the fracture to reveal the symptom of this time as a pictogram 

of sorrow in which life and death interweave to breed an amorphous fragment: the world in ruins that 

has left the scenario of modernity.  

If we locate the ghost within the instrumental rationality the only experience that we will have will be 

the utilization of the past to create narratives to stabilize events in the form of a Myth in an ended 

History. Iconic forms to control past, to size it hold in the limits of rational experience. But, on the 

contrary, if we receive the specter as a fissure on this instrumentality and we locate it as an excess in 

the rational system of representation we could be provoked by an experience that, as the conjuration 

of the sacred, disintegrate the limits of experience as modernity constructed. Total excess, because 

the specter is the apparition of a disappearance, the present of the un-present: the pure contradiction 

that fractures conditions of time as historical continnum. Is the hallucination that conjures an 

experience of the ―otherness.‖      

This hallucination is the phenomenon or anti-phenomenon where reality disintegrates to make a story 

that has not been named to surface: a history that has been expelled from the loop of time and that 

comes back with the same violence with which it was driven out. For that reason, the specter cannot 

be controlled nor can it be inscribed within a closed homogeneous time, but rather, as Derrida has 

already explained, its anachrony dictates the law: 

To be just: beyond the living present in general—and beyond its simply negative reversal. A 

spectral moment, a moment that not longer belongs to time, if one understands by this word 

the linking of modalized presents (past present, actual present: ―now,‖ future present). We are 

questioning in this instant, we are asking ourselves about this instant that is not docile to time, 

at least to what we call time. Furtive and untimely, the apparition of the specter does not 

belong to that time, it does not give time, not that one: ―Enter the ghost, exit the ghost, re-enter 



the ghost‖ (Hamlet).6 

 

In the riot zone, in the fracture of a messy and senseless time, we ask ourselves: Whom will we see in 

2010?  

 

Enter the Ghost. Exit the Ghost. Re-enter the Ghost: the Red Specter 

(http://www.des-bordes.net/des-bordes/mariana_botey01.php)  

El Espectro Rojo: Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial is the art piece in which Mexican artist Mariana Botey 

elaborates a scheme of the sacrificial reason, a reworking of the proposal by the Mexican historian 

Alfredo López Austin about the relationship between myth and history in Hombre-Dios. In this new 

scheme Botey proposes a theoretical frame to re-think coloniality as a temporal cancellation that 

keeps hunting because is an event that has been expel from our symbolic universe, a foreclosure, 

from which we have built, as a myth, history. A scheme of a theoretical enterprise that re-unites, in a 

sacred conjuration, the thinking of Bataille, Benjamin and Derrida, to invoke anything but the 

impossible; to call spectrality as an irruption of pure expenditure where the production of modernity 

collapses and creates the emergence of a revolutionary experience.  

This work of art is the theoretical device for revolution: theory to re-think modernity from the dislocation 

of Mexican archive. Researching this specter, in its dissection and its schematization, Mariana Botey 

carries out a cartography of the geo-aesthetics of failure.  

                                                            
6
 Derrida, Jacques. 1994. Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, & the New 

International. Translated by P. Kamuf. New York and London: Routledge. p.xx     
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But, the execution of this theoretical frame manifested it self as pure expenditure in the form of art, is 

the creation of an uncanny experience that put in to question the logics of representation. The 

formality of the scheme, that pushes the conceptual artistic tradition to a radical impenetrability, 

crumbles with the image of the Red Specter, the formlessness allegory in which the critique of the 

sacrificial reason is enunciated.  

The surfacing of three spectral figures that resembles an out of time avenging force emerges as the 

impossibility for a symbolic reference to fix this specter. Uncanny pictures of something that frights that 

make us uncomfortable because in it strangeness is a revelation of something private and concealed. 

The Red Specter appears and we know that is the mark of the return of the repressed:  the indian, the 

rebel, the barricade, the Black Death, the plague, the virus, the contagious, the control, the police, the 

conquest, the concealed. It is the uncanny open up the invisible archive of our fracture. It is the fear 

and the rejoice that dislocate the rational experience to set us free in the pure expenditure of death. It 

is the manifestation of a riot zone where two different logics come across and collapse: the rational 

and the sacrificial.  

The Red Specter is the dialectical image, the allegorical fragment that appears so the uncanny side of 

modernity can emerge. This time out of joint, that manifested it self as a fracture, is the symptom that 

permits us to break with the dominant system of representation that homogenize the event in a 

correspondence with history as lineal and continuous progress. The Red Specter is the fragment of 

the baroque machinery in which Botey enunciates her scheme of the Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial 

(Critique of Sacrificial Reason) in order to establish a critique of the conditions of possibility for a 

reason that excesses all instrumental logic.  

The sacrificial, as George Bataille proposed, presents it self as a surplus reason that creates a fissure 

in the hegemonic system, a malfunction that breaks all homogeneity. And the critique as Botey‘s 

proposes goes beyond the mere theoretical reverie, as it is the archaeology needed to unveil the 

immanent conditions of an experience that operates within the economy of transgression, an 



archeology from which we can locate the concealed in which the spectral experience of our coloniality 

its inscribed:  

the ghost that call into us is clearly dismembered, even so it maintains a certain resemblance 

with its original body. Such resemblance is of a structural and logical order. An historical 

resemblance but only in its mythical correlation and organized it psychosis by the original act of 

foreclosure: that is, the ―cultural other‖ is in this case the rejection of a fundamental signifier 

expelled from the symbolic universe of modernity. The ghost has a couple of names but we are 

not going to mention them, someone might get scared since it would invoke ―the uncanny‖.7  

 

Here, however, we are going to name the sinister, because we want to place ourselves in the 

disjunction raised by the demand of the specter. We shall not produce a ghost as a neutralization of 

the past. Instead we shall call it by its name to re-open time and tell another story: ―the postcolony as 

exchange (commerce) of secret alterities who negotiated and experiment around the project of 

autonomies in flux.‖ 8 

The Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial is an allegory working on the failure of modernity, a schema located 

in ―the spectral interiority of the historic-political formation of capitalism as a system world‖9 to assert a 

logic that exceeds the ways of control imposed by modernism-capitalism, the sacrificial reason.  

In this sense, El Espectro Rojo: Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial is a theoretical contribution to produce 

the political frame to re-think the aesthetics (as conditions of possibility) of post-colonial experience 

but, as a work of art, it is also an aesthetical (as mobilization of the sensible) intervention that disturbs 

the regime of art. El Espectro Rojo incarnates in the work of art as a production that aims to operate 

and unhinge politics of representation, not in an inversion of values, but from the pollution of the 

invisible and of the unspeakable, of that which just by appearing is already disappearing.  

                                                            
7
Mariana Botey, ―Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial‖ en des-bordes, 0 )))resonancias((( desde los límites del arte y la 

política. January 2009, http://www.des-bordes.net/des-bordes/mariana_botey01.php 
8
 Íbidem. 

9
 Íbidem. 



El Espectro Rojo: Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial is not produced as a moment of representation but as 

the production of a historical device that re-makes history to invoke a political moment, to call it, to 

summon it. The piece is, thus, here and from the place of its execution, an art intervention that makes 

politics without compromising itself to the inner logic and structure of institutional critique. Nor does it 

pretend to be the dialectic production between an outside and an inside so art can be one of the 

instruments of the toolbox for revolution. Rather, it is an underground operation, almost invisible, from 

which plastic form elaborates the symptom of a disturbance in such a way that it could appear as if 

nothing is modified if it weren‘t because its operation reveals to us the deep need of a mutation.  

Here the revolutionary conjuration makes history takes supremacy over politics because only from this 

temporary de-articulation can a moment of fracture of the modern conditions of experience emerge. A 

moment for the derangement of the construction of history as progress, in order to have access to the 

ruin, that neither reverts to the representation policies operating in the institutional critique nor it makes 

the art a production that affirms its political character in effectiveness. Neither symbol nor effect, but 

pure opacity that, in the form of an allegory, makes of language an assembly of fragments that re-

define the poetic irruption as a way to make politics: politics of the excess, politics of the fissure, 

politics of the riot zone. 

El Espectro Rojo: Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial is a work that, in itself is spectralized. Not only does it 

enunciate the conditions of possibility of reason structured in sacrifice but it is also inscribed within the 

same conditions and it also sacrifices itself: it offers itself as a gift that relinquishes any reciprocation, 

the absolute excess of production as pure expenditure. A production that produces nothing but 

invisible resonances, that works secretly not to invoke revolution but to provoke it. 

Whom shall we see in 2010?  

Enter the Ghost, exit the Ghost, re-enter the Ghost: The Red Specter.  

A distinction will be needed between the instrumentalization of the past with the pasteurization of 

ghosts for creating a causal link between Myth and History and the haunting of the specter as the 



emergence of an unsolved past that irrupts as a manifestation of the aporetic experience of this riot 

zone, that is today Mexico.  

With this summoning we want to break through the limits of all systems of representation to devise 

history in a minor key: the history of sacrificial reason as a fissure in capitalism‘s logic that is no longer 

negotiable. The specter is named: Colonality. Time has opened up. 

We conjured together the ghost not to neutralize it but to let the specter be an irruption that allows us 

to make of this disjunction experience, not a moment of alienation, but a moment of excess as an 

activation force. 
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Mario García Torres / Cuauhtémoc Medina 

The secret life of Diego Rivera 

 

In early 2001 I set out to find a medium in order to make a series of posthumous interviews with 

figures of Mexican modern art. I imagined it would be possible to create a parallel history, credible or 

not, from the perspective of a series of agents who were alien to the official version of that cultural 

history. Perhaps I would be able to obtain data that could eventually make its way into the 

chronologies and accounts of an era already charged with romanticism. What is history if not an 

entanglement of arguments which can be altered with the intention of resisting those alien histories 

that one is supposed to assimilate? 

 

The project was a failure for different reasons and subsequently abandoned; with the exception of a 

first attempt, of which there remains a strange recording that I had never reproduced before writing 

this text.  

 

On the afternoon of our appointment, I first went to pick up Cuauhtémoc Medina, with whom I write 

this account. Intuitively I knew that this was not to be an individual experience. On one hand, I think 

that the idea of going to an unknown place in Mexico city to meet a medium alone scared me a little, 

and at the same time I did not feel sufficiently prepared academically to interview a figure like Diego 

Rivera --who by virtue of his controversiality emerged as the first choice for my interviews. Given the 

nature of the event, I needed at least two witnesses, or I could have easily been accused of making 

everything up. Cuauhtémoc, although somewhat incredulous and mocking of our enterprise, had 

accepted to join me after other historians refused to to so, finding this an idiotic, dangerous and 

distasteful adventure. Little did I know at that moment that it would be Cuauhtémoc who 

http://www.des-bordes.net/


spontaneously would ask most of the questions and in the key moments. As memory is treacherous 

we also decided to write the following paragraphs together since that which lies recorded in the 

phonogram has become only a distant echo of what happened during that encounter.  

   

MGT 

 

 

The Secret Life of Diego Rivera 

 

by Mario García Torres and Cuauhtémoc Medina  

 

What we witnessed that afternoon could be no more than a private theatrical monologue, which even if 

entertaining turned out to be excessively expensive. None of us had the least intention of believing in 

the medium's powers. Rather, we wanted to put her to the test, to the extent it was possible, 

concealing from her that the object of our interest was Diego Rivera. However, we came out 

somewhat  intimidated, by an experience that had been far more disturbing than we had imagined.  

 

The visit started with a strange vision, even in Mexico City; a transvestite helping cars park and 

looking over them on the street where we left ours. He himself gave us the directions to our address: 

the building where we were going to was a classic pseudo-modern building from the 1950s, with an 

ugly but durable mosaic facade, and never-ending anonymous corridors. We went up the stairs with 

some anxiety as to what and who we would encounter. When we spoke to the woman over the phone 

in order to inquire about the possibility of contacting the dead, she stated, apparently scared, that she 

did not perform that kind of job everyday. In fact, she made us wait a few days until confirming our 

appointment, as if she had to consult it with herself. Nevertheless, our calls to her never lasted for 

more than a few seconds. We never mentioned, on the phone, the name or any other relevant details 



of the life of the painter. The only question she asked on the phone was to know if the deceased was 

in any way related to us, which we promptly denied. In reality, it was not difficult to make her overcome 

her misgivings.  

 

The medium was a woman, aged perhaps around 45. We had contacted several ―psychics‖ on the 

phone, but this was the only one who claimed to be capable of summoning the dead for a 

conversation. However, the scene we found upon arrival in her house most definitely did not 

correspond with the classical representation of the late 19th century bourgeois spiritualist’s parlor, with 

the half-lit table seemingly set for a poker game. The medium was obviously lower class and she 

received her clientele in a house monstrously devoid of any furniture. In what must have been the 

living room of her apartment there was a mess of several objects: plastic buckets with cheap flowers 

on the floor, small piles of newspapers that looked as if they had been used for some sort of 

ceremony, candles of different colors and sizes, and a pair of plastic chairs. The walls were bare 

except for a mirror. Here and there were scattered catholic images and ―estampas‖ on the floor. 

Definitely, our medium was a quack. She did not appear to be a specialist in initiating dialogues with 

the dead, but rather the practitioner of a range of supernatural rituals and activities that she adjusted 

to fit the petitions and needs of her clients.  

 

The first surprise was that this ceremonial space, instead of being pagan as we had imagined it, was 

not only religious but Catholic as well –in the popular sense of the term in Mexico. The medium prayed 

in order to communicate with the netherworld, since she was a popular shaman who combined 

Christian symbols with the memory of indigenous rites and a more or less original delirium. Her 

practice was fundamentally domestic; she practiced divination and offered cleansings in the living 

room, while a young man, who could be her son or her lover, stuck his head out to peek from his 

room, from which we could see the light of a flickering television. She was not someone who lent her 

body to souls so they could communicate with the living but a clairvoyant who did not claim to have 

any knowledge that could explain her ―gift‖, and who limited herself to repeating what she ―saw‖ and 



what she was ―told.‖ A couple of times she told us ―he was here,‖ and every now and then she would 

say ―yes, yes, I hear you.‖ Thus, we were in the presence of a popular witch or sorceress who owed 

her powers to charismatic personal illumination rather than to the labor-intensive apprenticeship of a 

tradition.  

 

We told the medium we wanted to contact a certain ―Diego María Rivera Barrientos‖: using the 

complete name of the painter so as to somewhat disguise his identity and avoid having her repeat the 

legend of the communist painter and unfaithful husband of Frida Kahlo. Following the medium’s 

instructions, we brought with us a bag of ―pitayas‖ (or dragon fruit), since it was a fruit that Rivera 

surely found delicious; two candles for santería, one black, one pink; and something that had 

belonged to the deceased, an original manuscript text. Touching the document, the medium 

immediately summoned him. According to her, the soul of Diego María Rivera Barrientos had come to 

our encounter several times, for short periods, and had the intention of speaking to us, even if we had 

never coincided in a known space or time. It was the dead man who, unbeknownst to us, had 

summoned us: he had an important message to communicate.  

 

Accustomed as she was to give consolation to mortals after the death of their closest relatives, the 

medium started to tell us that at the end of his life, Diego –as she called him—had changed, but for 

reasons beyond his control. At a point in his life, Rivera had been tortured, and for this reason he had 

withdrawn from people and exhibited a strange behavior. At times, as if trying to read our 

expectations, the medium seemed to almost suggest that Rivera had been murdered. But as if she 

had realized that following this path would not be so effective, she described the scenario of a great 

conspiracy, where the people who ―had made him do things‖ were related to important spheres in the 

worlds of politics, business or entertainment. Apparently Diego wanted us to know that he had 

confronted a secret alliance and in order to calm down the living it was necessary for him to reveal the 

secret that bound him. ―He was not a bad man. He just had to accept certain situations, bide his time, 

otherwise he would be hurt.‖ The message to be communicated to us was something he had been 

unable to reveal during his lifetime because it was a matter of life and death.  



 

Moreover, the medium’s technique was at best rudimentary. Her only attempt to confirm that the spirit 

she invoked was in fact the correct one was to corroborate it with us while she continued to pray with 

her eyes closed: ―His body was in pain, wasn’t it? Before dying. Where?‖ Rivera had died from cancer 

in the penis, so we jokingly said that his pain had been ―in the middle.‖ The medium nodded as if that 

enough reassured her of the identity of the deceased. ―he was a big man, wasn’t he? Certainly … 

 

But as we have already mentioned, the revelation was not limited to the regret that Rivera might have 

felt towards his loved ones. The people who had tortured him were part of a more complex plot. We 

knew that Rivera had belonged to the strange Mexicanist-Indigenist lodges that emerged in the 1920s. 

One of the tricks we used to interrogate the medium was to go further in that direction, largely 

unknown to the general public. We asked, then, if Diego María had belonged to some kind of lodge. 

The woman confirmed it immediately and added that the enemies and torturers of the artist were also 

freemasons. She then proceeded to weave a yarn that combined conspiracy with a romantic plot: ―He 

really did not want to be there, but a woman had forced him.‖ Once in the lodge there was no way out. 

This was a group that held its followers under threat. According to the clairvoyant, the ghost had told 

her about all of this.  

 

Later, she proceeded to describe an episode she saw in wealth of detail. There was a cold place, in 

the ―outskirts of the Distrito‖ –that is, Mexico City—in which they would gather and do ―strange things.‖ 

The group was large but only six people would go to those meetings, our Diego’s wife among them. In 

that place, surrounded by often-snow-capped mountains, there was a table with a black tablecloth, 

monogrammed on one corner with the word a-t-h-o-s. ―Athos, no?‖ she said opening her eyes to see 

what she had copied on the paper in her apparent trance.  

 

After a long silence, Rivera had come back to us, still apologizing, with short phrases we attempted to 

articulate: ―yes he did love some people, but the experience was too strong. It left a mark on him. He 

felt betrayed. He was beat up on the street, by people who were sent to beat him. What he really 



wanted was to write a lot.‖  

 

We then decided to be more daring and ask precise questions. We never found a straightforward 

answer in regard to the relation between Rivera and David Alfaro Siqueiros; the medium apparently 

did not read into our doubts based on the rumors of their very public fights. When it seemed that the 

ghost’s complaints were waning, Cuauhtémoc began to ask about the lives of his close friends, 

specifically about Tina’s (Modotti) implication in the death of (Julio Antonio) Mella. ―Yes, he says yes. 

She had to do with it on various occasions, pointing out to the person.‖ 

 

Mella, founder of the Communist Party in Cuba, was murdered while walking with Tina Modotti on the 

night of January 10, 1929. Initially the police and the press tried to implicate the photographer, model 

and actress, who lived in Mexico, but it is speculated that the assassin was Vittorio Vidali, who aside 

from wanting to disrupt the Trotskyist networks in which Mella had involved himself was also engaged 

in a love affair with Modotti. ―It had to be‖ –said the medium—―she is suffering a lot, (Mella) has to do 

with politics. Why do you want to know about him?‖ –she asked with her eyes still half closed, as if 

asking this entailed some kind of risk.  

 

In the recording we discreetly made there are pauses. The story does not progress in a linear way in 

its entirety. The clairvoyant had a disorganized mind; to reconstruct her message we had to fit bits and 

pieces. In some parts, there are no voices in the recording; we submitted to her silence. In the 

distance you can hear the television, as well as the cars outside. It’s as if there were communication 

failures with the netherworld: birds on the wires, digital sound, static in the spiritualist radio. Finally, the 

signal goes on again; the woman prays and rubs Rivera’s typewritten manuscript with her hands (a 

review of an unknown painter) … Nonetheless, this text became of radical importance in the ritual: 

―His paper, it makes me feel something. Close your eyes, when I begin speaking you can open them 

again.‖ During the séance there were always elements that escaped her understanding. ―They dress 

in a strange way,‖ she said repeatedly. ―There are things that come from abroad.‖ Almost at the end of 

the session she mentioned several names, stopping longer at the mention of a certain Jean W. But it 



was only that; a bait meant to keep us busy with our inquiry.  

 

Finally, the medium chose to go for a theatrical ending: ―There are people in that group that are still 

alive‖, she said, and then asked us if Diego ever had a relationship with an actress, which we failed to 

answer. ―She knows something‖, she said, and added with a mysterious tone: ―But the time for that 

hasn’t come yet.‖ 

 

Then, as if wanting to give herself importance regarding the current political controversies and the stuff 

of police and romance magazines, the medium assured us that she had predicted the economic crisis 

in the country, and that Mario Bezares, a television comedian who was brutally implicated in a murder, 

would be set free. ―A journalist came to see me and recorded it‖. But referring now to a singer, who 

was also in jail, she said ―Gloria Trevi will not leave prison. She did mess with politics.‖ A typical thing 

in Mexico; every evil is negotiable, except that which involves public power. 

 

We then asked her how we could find out more about the group that Rivera was involved in, and the 

response was immediate: ―Diego signed some papers. And they are safeguarded.‖ The medium then 

described a scenario involving some sort of treasure and an inheritance; the truth about the secret 

group, their activities and some of the names of its members was, according to the medium, kept in 

some sort of basement or crypt. ―Some documents, there were many, he never destroyed them‖ –she 

told us as if we were heirs looking for possible lost family fortunes. When she noticed our interest in 

the location of the basement, she pushed the situation further giving the ghost an imperative tone: ―He 

is pointing to some papers. They were given to him. There is something written. There is a female 

relative, whom we will find before finding the papers. There you will find what you seek‖ –she said.  

 

End of session; we should have been more than satisfied. Even so, the witch had the bad taste to give 

us a farewell gift. Taking the candles used in the ceremony and giving them to us inside plastic bags, 

carefully, as if they were contaminated with radiation, she made predictions about our love lives. 

These we keep to ourselves as a separate chapter, just in case they may become true in the future.  



 

Almost three years after that experience, it was finally made public that at the time of his death in 

1957, the painter Diego Rivera instructed his secretaries to store a series of objects and documents in 

boxes which should not be opened until fifteen years after his death. For unknown reasons, Dolores 

Olmedo, trustee of his inheritance, kept the archives in one of the bathrooms of the now Museo Frida 

Kahlo, in the southern part of Mexico City, where they remained hidden for fifty years, ignored by 

historians, biographers and critics. These papers were revealed after Olmedo’s death in 2002. 

 

When the existence of this ―secret archive‖, as the press called it, was revealed, some specialists like 

Raquel Tibol and Blanca Garduño both agreed that the archive must have contained information that 

Rivera preferred to keep out of sight, such as details of the prostate cancer that caused his death and 

documents related to his activities in the Communist Party. The secret archive --which for the past 

years has been classified and digitalized-- will be displayed to the public in the coming years, 

according to a communiqué from the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo Trust of the Bank of Mexico.  

 

As the medium told us: ―You took a difficult path, but eventually you will arrive where you wanted 

to…but it will be difficult, because it is ugly.‖ 
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The Red Specter 

The barbarians 

Translated by Gian Cristoforo Fregnan 

 

 

1.  "I hear something stamping... A great beast's foot is chained. It stamps, and stamps, and stamps."  

Virginia Woolf, The waves. 

 

2.  "Wild animals.  Man's equivocal attitude toward the wild animal is more than usually absurd.  

Human dignity does exist (it is, apparently, above all suspicion), but not on one's visits to the zoo – as 

when, for instance, the animals watch the approaching crowds of children tailed by papa-men and 

mama-women. Man, despite appearances, must know that when he talks of human dignity in the 

presence of animals, he lies like a dog. For in the presence of illegal and essentially free beings (the 

only real outlaws) the stupid feeling of practical superiority gives way to a most uneasy envy; in 

savages, it takes the form of the totem, and it lurks in comic disguise within our grandmothers' 

feathered hats. There are so many animals in this world, and so much that we have lost! The innocent 

cruelty; the opaque monstrosity of eyes scarcely distinguishable from the little bubbles that form on the 

surface of mud; the horror as integral to life as light is to a tree."  George Bataille, "Metamorphosis." 

Trans. Annette Michelson in October 36:22. 

 

2.  The logic of modernity was constituted as a result of subjectivation, a conscious process of 

identification. But the identity of the Self can only emerge through its differentiation from the Other. 
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The snare of reason thus served to banish animals, as traces of the primitive whose similarity to man 

necessitated their segregation, classification, domestication. Cohabitation brought with it the danger of 

contagion, not only by those diseases for which animals – roaming through the lowly, the dirty, the 

infected – were carriers, but also because they threaten us with an existence that would approach, 

inevitably, a monstrous savagery, which we proscribe, terrified of our own desire. Once separated, the 

only mammals that escaped expulsion from modern cities were cats and dogs. The cost: the 

production of a conditioning, so that they might suppress their wildness and become useful objects, 

outside of affection or protection. But sometimes we are surprised by a dry bark, or by a prowl that 

honors no boundaries, that dominates territory as if it were an extension of the body, and a shiver 

overtakes us: this is the fear that our nervous system, our civilizing production, might collapse. 

Because sometimes our bodies do remember that we are dogs, and cats, and swine, and flies and 

lice. 

 

3. "A becoming-animal always involves a pack, a band, a population, a peopling, in short, a 

multiplicity. We sorcerers have always known that.  It may well be that other agencies, moreover very 

different from one another, have a different appraisal of the animal. One may retain or extract from the 

animal certain characteristics: species and genera, forms and functions, etc.  Society and the State 

need animal characteristics to use for classifying people; natural history and science need 

characteristics in order to classify the animals themselves. Serialism and structuralism either graduate 

characteristics according to their resemblances, or order them according to their differences. Animal 

characteristics can be mythic or scientific. But we are not interested in characteristics; what interests 

us are modes of expansion, propagation, occupation, contagion, peopling.  I am legion. The Wolf-Man 

fascinated by several wolves watching him.  What would a lone wolf be? Or a whale, a louse, a rat, a 

fly? Beelzebub is the Devil, but the Devil as lord of the flies." Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, "1730: 

Becoming-intense, becoming-animal, becoming-imperceptible..." A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and 

schizophrenia (239). Trans. Brian Massumi. 



 

4.  The artist becomes primitive. He does not make himself into or imitate the primitive, he is simply 

affected and reconfigured by this logic. There is no place here for exoticism, nor for fantasies of 

representation as correspondence. There are, rather, affects and intensities. There is a body that 

allows itself to be consumed by savagery, not as the act of identification of some consciousness, but 

as an anthropophagic moment of creative involution.  Here the artist is the barbarian who has 

renounced modernity, penetrating the disturbance at its fracture; the foreigner – the gringo – who no 

longer conquers, but is rather conquered himself, experiencing the violent clash of two civilizing logics, 

reason and sacrifice.  Francis Alÿs locates himself in this fracture.  On his perambulations he seeks 

those irruptive moments when primitive logic exceeds the guidelines of Western rationality.  Two 

snapshots, one constellation: 

 

1.  A fox runs through the empty halls of London's National Portrait Gallery, its every move registered 

by security cameras.  A trespasser, it prowls through these spaces where portraits attempt to freeze 

humanity as a representation of the visage: nobles, saints, politicos, conquistadors, civilizers. 

Savagery lurks, not invoking any shamanic moment. The wild fox's life is secure here only so long as 

its hunters remain mere apparitions.  Its existence is strictly monitored, since the mechanisms of 

power know that our sovereignty depends on its containment. A dialectical inverse of the modern 

construction: savagery/death//civilization/life.  Here, the intruder, the savage, the hunted animal is 

alive, stalking a representation of humanity that hangs petrified on the walls of a space of domination 

that is suspected to be the nullification of existence. 

 

2.  In a desert landscape, a dog barks at a trespasser. The barking waxes and wanes, measuring the 

trespasser's approach and retreat. The camera is clearly this intruder; the dog summons others of its 

kind, its only sovereign power; their fury consolidates into a defense against this threat because here 

the gringo is the enemy, is danger. A space uncontrolled by modernity, in which territory is 



coextensive with the very body of the animal, its habitat and its force. Here, the dog is the savage that 

delivers us, by its presence, back to a primitive logic: reason no longer establishes hierarchies of 

domination; instead, the flow of life is the force that resists, convening our bodies, turning our skin into 

a wound, our teeth into spears, with a shudder that calls forth our animal immanence. 

 

Two moments of irruption that do not attempt to assimilate the experience of these dislocated spaces 

to representation.  The image as pure allegory of the concealed, of that which returns and lies in wait. 

Here the artist is the barbarian, lending his body to a violent clash, carrying his wounds like infectious 

entryways, presenting himself as a vector for contagion and restoring thus the possibility of man's 

becoming-animal. 

 

 

5.  "Wolf-men, bear-men, wildcat-men, men of every animality, secret brotherhoods, animate the 

battlefields. But so do the animal packs used by men in battle, or which trail the battles and take 

advantage of them. And together they spread contagion. There is a complex aggregate: the 

becoming-animal of men, packs of animals, elephants and rats, winds and tempests, bacteria sowing 

contagion. A single Furor. War contained zoological sequences before it became bacteriological. It is 

in war, famine and epidemic that werewolves and vampires proliferate."  Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari, "1730: Becoming-intense, becoming-animal, becoming-imperceptible..." A thousand 

plateaus: Capitalism and schizophrenia (243).  Trans. Brian Massumi. 
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Mariana Botey  

Toward a critique of sacrificial reason: 
Necropolitics and radical aesthetics in Mexico 

 

Around the time when Georges Bataille wrote his final contributions for Documents (1928-1931), the 

appearance of a series of critical conceptualizations marked the transition of the dissident surrealists 

toward a theoretical project defined as a direct attack to the epistemological system-structure upon 

which European modernity represented itself as Civilization.1 For Bataille the important critical shift 

was underscored by the fact that the end of Documents was itself a move away from art—as if, in a 

sense, the project of Documents had dismantled the very construction of art to reveal its neurotic 

bourgeois character; art became suspect of subservience to its ancient cathartic function of stabilizing 

dangerous social and psychic energies, an operation that was normative and ideological inasmuch as 

it was busy in finding a remedial system of symbolic transpositions.  

 Completing the publication of Documents, and finding its subsequent articulation first with Contre-

Attaque, then with Acéphale, and finally, with the formation of The College of Sociology, meant an 

important step in the process of differentiation of the mise en scène of Ethnographic Surrealism (or the 

dissident surrealists). There was a significant change on the register that shifted emphasis toward a 

theoretical practice, and taking a discursive turn was rather an intensification of the performative 

(political-discursive) dimension of this practice. The College was conceived under a conspiratorial 

sign: the program took the shape of a project for a sacred sociology; the agenda was defined as a 

militant re-activation of a concealed dimension of the sacred.2 Still, the occluded sacred territoriality to 

be excavated was marked by a structure of recurrence and compulsion that worked by activating and 

programming the social field in relation to a chain of key terms such as death, mutilation, violence and 

sacrifice. The group around Georges Bataille engaged in a sort of counter-classification; a catalog of 

actions and cultural traces having the power to liberate heterogeneous elements and to crack through 
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the apparent homogeneity of the subject. In an extreme gesture, what was a stake was a reactivation 

of a deferred or repressed memory through which we could return to a space before the subject; an 

experiment of de-subjectivization.  

 These emerging critical conceptualizations were defined by a radical move away from all forms of 

Idealism: the formulation of a program for a base materialism, and a proposed counter-methodology 

assembled under the concept of heterology, signaled a theoretical operation that acted as a 

systematic process (machine) for the de-sublimation of modernity. Both Base Materialism and 

Heterology operated according to a strategic re-inscription of those examples that unsettled the logic 

of rational production (instrumental reason) by illuminating a radically other logic propelling the forces 

at play within modernity. Among those examples, the idea of Mexico and its indigenous root and 

culture, served as a recurring referential imaginary. Actually, the imagination or Idea of Mexico 

functioned as a symbolic-allegorical reservoir for revolt and revolution across the two basic camps of 

Surrealism. The connection between Andre Breton and Diego Rivera exemplifies the staging of avant-

garde practices from the localization of Mexico, situating it as a crossroad in the international map of 

connections to some of the major political and cultural confrontations during the interwar period, such 

as the formation and expansion of the Comintern, the cultural politics of the Popular Fronts and the 

beginning of War World ii. 

 

ii. 

The argument that I will propose here—notwithstanding the critical gesture directed to art as failing 

agent for heterogeneous radicality, that is, its diminishing power to manifest that which is 

nonassimilable—postulates that there are relevant examples of artistic projects that explore, approach 

and account for this different logical formation operating within modernity; I‘m referring to works that 

appear to be arguing for a register of poetic production dispersed in the social body and woven 

through the threads—in the specific case of our examples—of an imaginary cathexis at work in the 

idea of Mexico, a manifestation of a figure of aesthetics that returns in fluctuations (rotations), and that 

exceeds and overflows the dichotomy of rationality-irrationality on which modernity grounds itself. 

Exemplified in the interpretations, elaborations, readings and inscriptions of Georges Bataille, authors 



like Antonin Artaud, Alejandro Jodorowsky, and Juan José Gurrola add to our examples forming a 

splinter rebellious to the romance of the sovereignty and autonomy of the subject.3  

In the contemporary moment, the work of Teresa Margolles continues this critical or dissident 

genealogy. Her practice is also crisscrossed by the iteration of a method of radical transgressions 

organized by base material processes, and beyond that, the punctuation of a logic—or substructure—

of contamination that works through the uncanny circuits operating in connection to the production 

(and circulation) of death. The important question underscoring Margolles‘s practice bridges the 

disjointed space of art and recuperates the de-sublimated operations advanced by the political agenda 

of the Ethnographic Surrealism at its most intractable core; that is, pointing to key mechanisms linking 

death and a sacrificial economy to the production of power and the borders that frame politics. 

 The work of Teresa Margolles moves like a dismantling or de-sublimating machine through the 

circulation of representations of violence, deploying an uncanny operation of contagion by circulating 

the objects, matter and remains of death and its processes: a displacement of dead parts that appear 

to deconstruct their own symbolic transposition and fetishization in the sphere of art. A drive for 

macabre play or, Jeu Lugubre, pulsates in works such as Lengua (2000), En el Aire (2003) Tarjeta 

para picar cocaína (1997), as well as works she produced as part of the SEMEFO group, like Dermis 

(1996), a piece that turned extreme and excessive for which the group used horse‘s entrails to cover a 

set of couches and sofas (a monstrous mocking of upholstery).4 What these actions and objects 

invoke is a perverse charting that acts as an interruption of the normative chain of symbolization of 

death. Aesthetic practice reverses, becoming a sort of nonsublimatory ―undoing of the negation;‖ that 

is, a systematic challenge to the interdiction that weighs on the taboo field of forces normally invested 

in dead human parts, remains and fluids. The key logic pushing the set of symbolic displacements 

operates in the ―making uncanny‖ effected by the intervention (contamination) of space and in 

particular art and museum space: a process of doubling or making uncanny of key localizations of 

modernity, postmodernity and hypermodernity. 

 The critical task of upsetting, unraveling and unfastening the neutralization of the power of death as 

a cultural-social device of control and political engineering, separates these forms of aesthetic practice 

from the realm of sublimatory codes through which capitalism used art as a toolbox to expropriate and 



expand over (colonize) the psychic territories attributed to ―the savage, barbarian, infantile, primitive 

and demented.‖ A deconstruction of the protocols of colonial warfare and colonial narratives emerges 

by making evident a concealed sacrificial trace implied in modern capitalism. Moreover, the trace is 

activated and manifests as a political phenomenon that unfolds in the violent and brutal reality of 

(ex)colonial territories. Thus, we could argue that a post-colonial set of problems underlines the artistic 

procedure making reason unstable, displacing its centrality as an organizing axiom, and doing so by 

bringing into play other categories such as death, expenditure, and the concealed pulsations of the 

libidinal economy: that is, explicitly, by underpinning the inscription of sacrifice as central to a mapping 

of the human. The reading that interests us would emphasize the allegorical character of this 

inscription—the inscription of Sacrifice as the very notion from which to operate the chain of discursive 

displacement in which death, ritual, politics, metaphysics and aesthetics sediment a different logic: 

another economy, non-economy, a general economy. The critical task marks the extent to which the 

notion of sacrifice suffers an intrinsic indetermination in its multiple manifestations, working 

simultaneously as: theoretical operative (device-dispositif), historical structure, concept-metaphor, 

ideological device, symbolic economy, archeological evidence, juridical foundation of the state, the 

―secret‖ grammar of power and, also, a counter-image (hieroglyph) for a project of total revolt (i.e. the 

dismantling of the order of representation-domination). 

 These examples come exclusively from the realm of art and its discourse (although all of them have 

heterogeneous correlates in the sphere of politics and the archive of history). Perhaps because the 

character —at once concealed and folded— of the problem of sacrifice as the repressed 

representative operating within instrumental reason has displaced its clear formulation (enunciation) 

as precisely a form of articulation that manifests mostly as (a) program(s) for a kind of radical 

aesthetics. The theoretical speculations of Bataille about the sacrificial order of the Aztecs; the 

analogous conceptualization Artaud proposed in the Theater of Cruelty—which was also propelled by 

an imagination of the mythic and ritual dimensions of indigenous culture; the initiatic pedagogy 

rehearsed by Jodorowsky in his Panic Theater and his early psycho-magical experiments with cinema; 

or the gestures of sexual transgression, perverted play and poetic violence that crisscross the multiple 

lexical and formal experiments of Gurrola, participate in a discontinuous and intermittent movement 



that approaches this other non-economy or sacrificial economy5. The contemporary practice of 

Margolles emerges in the multiple planes of circulation of these estranged and un-folded (doubled) 

figures, a diagram of a field of forces that forms and limits the contemporary: a cartography for a de-

sublimated modernity, recounting an orgy of violent representations, while at the same time 

dismantling them, and searching for a space that overflows into (or is expended as) pure 

manifestation. 

 

Sacrificial Specters 

Sacrifice is only possible after accumulation. Sacrifice is superabundance, radical expenditure, 

exuberance and effervescence. Its operation is the de-transcendentalizing operation par excellence: it 

returns man to the animal by a double process of unfolding the body outside death and inside death, 

by splitting consciousness in a instant into the spectacle of its own destruction and dismemberment. 

Sacrifice maps human practice by inhabiting the gap between death and the becoming of the 

subject—provided that becoming-subject supposes upholding the work of death understood as the 

violence of negativity, to the extent that it is through this confrontation with death that the subject is 

cast into the incessant movement of history. The very notion of sacrament is bound up with sacrifice, 

like a hieroglyph in which death withdraws from the horizon of meaning, escapes utility and returns as 

a power of proliferation: sacrifice is the cryptonym of sovereignty. 

 The work of Georges Bataille mutinously elaborates and re-elaborates the meaning of sacrifice, 

sidetracking the Hegelian metaphysical apparatus in one of its fundamental categories: pushing death 

(the key term representative of the power of the negative) to the point at which destruction, 

suppression and sacrifice constitute so irreversible an expenditure that the very mechanism upon 

which dialectical symmetry operates is unsettled. Bataille‘s intervention has critical repercussions for 

contemporary theory on at least two key areas: on the one hand, by withholding death‘s signification 

from the production of truth; that is, by keeping from or arresting it within an economy of knowledge 

and meaning; and on the other, by effecting a radical digression or deviation from the tradition that 

modernity has, as a rule, used as a foundation for the conceptual construction of the problem of 

sovereignty, and as a result, the structure of power and the terms by which it defines ―the political.‖ 



 Bataille‘s inscription and re-inscription of the notion of sacrifice periodically returns to historical data 

and finds one of its privileged objects in the example of the Aztecs. The historical image is important: it 

brings about a series of colonial and post-colonial readings yet to be interpreted and traced within the 

work of Bataille. Still, the Aztec example is made exceptional; it undergoes a process of reification so 

as to constitute the example that invalidates all other examples. The exceptionalism invested in the 

idea of the Mesoamerican civilization echoes what is the most typified rhetorical figure of the Aztecs in 

textual and historical interpretations—often more an allegorical sediment than an actual description. 

The appeal resides in the monstrous character of the example: the uncanny logic that underscores the 

imagination of a world ruled by sumptuosity and blood rites; the model of a society that does not 

represses the sacrifice that forms (constitutes) it; the image of an empire for which the aim of 

accumulation and expansion is autogenic destruction and ritual expenditure. Homicidal and suicidal at 

the same time, the Aztecs are the case of a society based upon death and faithful to its basis to such 

a degree as to become ephemeral and be ready to die. By all accounts the figure of sovereignty 

emerging in this historical imago disturbed the discursive formations that are normative to modern 

political doctrine, and beyond that, the very structure of political economy all the way to the Marxian 

―mirror of production.‖6 Bataille follows Ariadne‘s thread from the subterranean excavation of the 

labyrinth to the territorialization that grounds the pyramid: above and below the search (desire) is for 

the Minotaur: the operation-form that collapses that which alienates man from animal. The sacrificial 

contract of ancient Mexico illuminates a system that perpetuates itself in the infrasecond of an act 

were man is delivered back to inhabit the immanence of the animal. 

 The first explicit elaboration of the Aztec example occurs in “L’Amérique Disparue” (Extinct 

America), one of Bataille‘s earliest articles, which was published in 1928 as part of the catalog for the 

exhibition “L’art Précolombien. L’amérique Avant Christophe Colomb.” The chain of intertextual play 

upon which Bataille will elaborate his critique of classic and Marxist political economy returns to the 

Aztec example in his later work. In chapter 1 of La Part maudite (The Accursed Share), the re-

inscription of the Aztec phantasmagoria propitiates the very structure of transgression that engenders 

a genealogy (heterology) of polyphonic examples for demoli-shing history by disturbing the synchrony 

of homologies that instrumental reason had warded as the academic expressive code of the European 



system of knowledge. As Denis Hollier has pointed out, the attack is directed at the structural mapping 

of modernity‘s subjective formation, which is allegorized in the theme of architecture as a prison—as a 

symbolic dispositif of authority, control and social ordering. Shaping, enclosing and silencing the 

subject in its function as a fixed and idealized superego, the architectural metaphor is divested of its 

idealistic occlusion through the Aztecs, whose ―science of architecture enabled them to construct 

pyramids on top of which they immolated human beings7.‖ A knowledge that turns against itself, in the 

example Bataille finds the instance in which architecture is ―returned to the destructive interaction that 

its initial function was to interrupt.‖ The ritualized spectacular display of death and violence staged 

atop the ceremonial buildings of the Mesoamerican Polis manifested the sacred logic of the contract 

that binds the community (a share in a common crime): in Bataille‘s description the overlapping of the 

sacred contract with the social contract sediments in the figure of the Aztecs as heroic barbarians8.  

 Bataille inverts the stereotype of the wretched Aztecs in a radical operation that re-inscribes them 

as a model of the ―Barbarian,‖ that is, those who elude ―systematic conquest;‖ a society that finds its 

logic in pure transgression and aimless dépense. The Aztec war machine was conscious of the 

enchantment of war and sacrifice to a degree that “wars meant consumption, not conquest.‖9 There is 

a profound unnerving of all conventional readings that attempt a categorization of the historical 

example:  

 

 If the Aztecs must be situated, they belong among the warrior societies, in which pure, uncalculated 

violence and ostentatious forms of combat held sway. The reasoned organization of war and conquest 

was unknown to them. A truly military society is a venture society, for which war means a development 

of power, an orderly progression of empire. It is a relatively mild society; it makes a custom of the 

rational principles of enterprise, whose purpose is given in the future, and it excludes the madness of 

sacrifice.10  

 

Regardless of whether Bataille‘s interpretation occludes his own limited understanding of how the 

separation of military and religious life was inoperative in the Mesoamerican context, and in turn his 

failure to grasp the messianic ideology that, in the specific case of the Aztecs, propels the very 



ambivalence of the sacred from its centrifugal containment into a centripetal unraveling, what is truly a 

stake in his reading must be understood as the launching of a counterattack against a civilizing system 

dominated by architecture: not only an image of social order but that which guarantees it.11 For Bataille, 

architecture is always Representation at its most dictatorial ideological idealism; the covering of the site 

of a crime with a pile of rocks, the hiding and folding of death in discrete monuments, temples and 

palaces which operate as identical to the space of representation, that is, always representing 

something else than themselves: ―a religion that it brings into space, a political power that it manifests, 

an event that it commemorates12.‖ The metaphor of architecture is displaced into that of the construct, 

the reified presence of a structure that is never to be reduced to the building, and is meant always to 

expand its semantic field, that is, its symbolic mastery over the social body. The ghostly image of the 

sacrificial economy of pre-Columbian Mexico strikes a blow in the organic and idealized imago of 

society, opening up the labyrinth again: working through a negative imago as it were. 

 

The critique of the pyramid? 

The critique of Mexico begins with the critique of the pyramid. 

Octavio Paz, Postdata, 196913 

 

Octavio Paz published Postdata in 1970. A collection of essays that were meant to be a reflection after 

Mexico—a further elaboration of The Labyrinth of Solitude (1950)— commenting on recent political 

developments, especially the 1968 student massacre of Tlatelolco. The closing essay of this small 

volume, ―Critique of the Pyramid,‖ guards a contentious analogy to Bataille‘s reading of the Aztecs. 

Both interpretations coincide in deploying a strategic allegorical reading of the pyramid and sacrificial 

logic whereupon to illuminate a manifestation of modern political violence. The discrepancy is 

interesting, inasmuch as it marks a radical difference in their critical relation to the civilizing project of 

Enlightenment, the viability of modernity and the notion of progress or development. 

 Octavio Paz‘s essay makes a significant contribution by advancing a reading that clearly situates 

the phenomenon as if we were confronting a phantasmagoric scene: ―It is a Mexico that, if we learn 

how to name and recognize it, we might one day finish transfiguring it: it shall cease to be that ghost 



that slips into reality and turns it into a nightmare of blood. Double reality of the 2nd of October of 

1968: to be an historical fact and to be a symbolic representation of our subterranean or invisible 

history14.‖ That ghost that slips into reality, the symbolic representation of a subterranean history, Paz 

underscores the ghostly presence-made-absence of an occult structure that again is given a proper 

name in the figure of the Aztecs. The cathexis of the historical figuration ciphers a sort of symbolic 

overdetermination upon the political structure or power structure. Sovereignty in modern Mexico is 

authoritarian and violent because it expresses a repressed content: it has an unconscious that is 

Other and comes from the Other. The hidden operation is the Aztec sacrificial war machine: a model 

of sovereignty that splits in an unbridled movement that contaminates reality, a ―perpetual present in 

rotation‖ disjointed by a constitutive traumatic memory of an original state of exception.15 Moreover, 

this is also a history of usurpations—the ―origin‖ is always folded and double—and as such is always 

at peril and knows itself to be provisional. 

 However, while Bataille conjures the ghost, extending an invitation for it to prey over idealized 

humanity and to activate its destructive powers (an uncanny echo of the invocation that Walter 

Benjamin makes of Blanqui‘s image while he was held a prisoner at the fortress of Taureau: ―…that 

humanity will be prey to a mythic anguish so long as the phantasmagoria occupies a place in it16‖), 

Octavio Paz was clearly officiating over an exorcism. Meant as a critical reading, the historical 

displacement that Paz attempts in his argument remains problematic: specifically, the fact that he 

transfers the very structure of violent domination to the moment prior to conquest and the imposition of 

colonial rule (explicitly obscuring the critique of modernity, the violence of the colonial process and the 

destructive historical logic implicit in the expansion of capitalism). The source of the social dysfunction 

that is expressed in modernity has its origins in a mythical ancient history: the Spaniards are a second 

usurpation of a first usurpation, that of the Aztecs over the civilizing glory of Teotihuacán. All forms of 

Mexican power—from that point till the post-revolutionary regime that perpetuated the massacre of 

Tlatelolco—rotate under this sign. And although he recognizes the presence of native culture as an 

internal (ghostly) otherness that cannot be extirpated without amounting to a mutilation, although he 

poetically advances by questioning ―Which one is the original and which one the ghost?‖ Critique of 

the Pyramid repeats the very movement of ―production of knowledge‖ that Bataille unsettled in his 



critical annotation to Hegelian dialectics.17  

 Paz‘s essay is part of his Labyrinth series, a body of work that is engaged in producing a 

―phenomenology of Mexicanidad,‖ a project that at its core is concerned with spelling an essence that 

―speaks the universal.‖ Paz falls victim to the Icarian solution (transcendental movement upwards) that 

Bataille denounces as a false exit from the labyrinth, a move antithetical to the base materialism that 

he had argued for at the time of the surrealist debates. Such a critique would need to advance by a 

different route: namely, the dangerous path of engaging in a reading of the necropolitics of Mexico as 

part of the reading of postcolonial modernity. 

  

Necropolitics and radical aesthetics in Mexico 

The cyclical mass destruction of humans is an experience that marks the pulsations of contemporary 

political space. War, poverty, marginality, social violence, racism, political repression are among the 

zones of its manifestation. Its logic of operation is often organized along the axis of confrontation that 

emerges from the field of forces at play in the historical formations of empire-colony, production-

distribution, territory-disposable population, domination-subordination. The iteration of this structure—

which could be defined as the production and regulation of death—gives us reason to believe that the 

political paradigm of modernity could be described against the grain from the philosophical definitions 

of sovereignty, autonomy, subjectivity that preside over the tradition (political doctrine) of the 

Enlightenment. We are here facing a phenomenon that we could name (following the theorizations of 

Giorgio Agamben and Achille Mbembe) Necropolitics or Necropower. 18 

 Normative stipulations ruling over the theorization of democracy presupposed reason as its 

essential and constitutive topos. Modernity is articulated and organized around a measure of 

rationality, and it is upon this ground that the notion of sovereignty is expressed as a project based in 

the struggle for autonomy; that is, in the formation and production of subjects that are created in a 

process of self-institution and self-limitation. As Achille Mbembe points out in his critical essay 

―Necropolitics,” there are plenty of examples that impel us to re-think the problem of sovereignty, not 

as the struggle for autonomy, but rather as the ―generalized instrumentalization of human existence 

and the material destruction of human bodies and populations19.‖ 



 The historical circuits of operation where the phenomenon of necropolitics appears constant and 

necessary become transparent and obscene in the sphere of the colonial-postcolonial: ―Colonial 

warfare is not subject to legal and institutional rules. It is not legally codified activity. Instead, colonial 

terror constantly intertwines with colonially generated fantasies of wilderness and death and fictions to 

create the effect of the real.”20 It is not a coincidence that it is precisely through a re-reading of 

Bataille‘s theorization of sovereignty that Mbembe advances his intervention into a logic that depicts 

coloniality and post-coloniality as the territorialization where exception provided the structure of 

sovereignty, as the space whereupon ―the fiction of a distinction between ‗the ends of war‘ and ‗the 

means of war‘ collapses.‖ 

 In Necropolitics, Mbembe advances the deconstruction of modernity‘s romance of sovereignty from 

the localization of Africa and Palestine. In a similar gesture we could advance a critical emplacement, 

at once key and disturbed, from Mexico (or to be more precise from ―the idea of Mexico‖). The critical 

task implies a re-inscription, or re-reading back, of a colonial- postcolonial dimension onto Batailles‘s 

texts. Here we find a supplementary logic that operates in a discursive and aesthetic register, which 

identifies the production and regulation of death as a dispositif (device-war-machine) for political 

domination and historic ordering. Moreover, following the trace of the Aztec phantasmagoria that 

inhabits Bataille‘s examples, we could intertwine a sort of disturbed genealogy (heretic history) where 

―the idea of Mexico‖ is prefigured as a reservoir of the cultural imaginary from which modernity has 

attempted a return to the multiplicity of confronted concepts of sovereignty that were taking place at its 

origins.  

 Both Octavio Paz‘s Critique of the Pyramid and Georges Bataille‘s description and interpretation 

of the sacrificial economy of the Aztecs are examples of a textual weaving that, although radically 

divergent in their final movement, converge in illuminating a fissure. The rational self-definition of the 

political economy and doctrine of modernity enters a hiatus or cognitive failure in the example of 

Mexico, and in the paradoxical model of temporality that connects past and present, life and death, 

politics and sacrifice in the example: these metaphors engender and reflect uncanny doubles, sinister 

duplications, splinters of a modernity demented by an excess of ghosts emanating from its historical 

formation and logic. Under this scheme necropower –as a core inscription in the social text of 



Mexico—appears not only as a reality that auto-generates and reproduces in historical cycles, we will 

be touching upon a discursive localization (emplacement) that erases (defaces) the limits of 

representation of violence and prefigures the tools for its critical deconstruction. 

 The gap that separates ―the fiction of a distinction between ‗the ends of war‘ and ‗the means of 

war‘ collapses.‖ The building (architectural metaphor) cracks open into a view of a zone of disturbance 

folded and doubled within modernity. What we are describing here is an operation of ―making 

uncanny‖ that is engendered by a critical reading situated at the postcolony: a ―making uncanny‖ that 

effects itself as the real. We are reading through colonially generated fantasies of wilderness and 

death and fictions to create the effect of the real. What is a stake is not an essence—as in Paz—that 

reified radical other consciousness that rotates outside progress, the promise of democracy, and 

modernity. Quite the contrary, what emerges is a blue print of the colonial war machine as the motor of 

the capitalist system in its core logic of formation-expansion; that is, what Frantz Fanon named the 

spatialization of colonial occupation working throughout a symbolic and psychic territorialization. In her 

installation, What Else Could We Talk About? Teresa Margolles contaminates a Sixteenth Century 

Venetian palace with traces of violence, death, mutilation and sacrifice. Blood, cloth, dirt, broken glass, 

tainted water: all splinters of the global war on drugs. ―Making uncanny‖ is the process of a spectral 

unfolding: a shadow cast by a profound absence, an image of fissioning multiplication—doubled and 

doubled again—expressing an internal dissimilarity, a constitutive dismembering, and if we follow 

Freud closely, the source of the terror of castration (decapitation). The contaminated palace wrecks 

the architectural metaphor: the realm upon which to transpose this space is a labyrinth of ruins 

(invoking a sacrificial, sumptuous and vertiginous Maudite narrative), a representation that exceeds (is 

nonassimilable to) symbolic transposition; rather a pulsation and punctuation of the realm of 

manifestation. 
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Andrés Aranda 

Unraveling the contagion 

 

Au Lecteur:   

La sottise, l’erreur, le péché, la lésine. 

Occupent nos esprits et travaillent nos corps, 

Et nous alimentons nos aimables remords, 

Comme les mendiants nourrissent leur vermine. […] 

 

[…]Serré, fourmillant, comme un million d’helminthes, 

Dans nos cerveaux ribote un peuple de Démons, 

Et, quand nous respirons, la Mort dans nous poumons 

Descend, fleuve invisible, avec de sourdes plaintes. […] 

Baudelaire, Charles. Au Lecteur  

 

Accomplices of Baudelaire, bodies resent their mistakes, their geographies are altered slowly, through 

the movement with which the social web pushes emotions as if heavy tectonic plates. Yet, only a quick 

reading to today’s paper is needed to acknowledge that death does not descend as an invisible river, 

rather, it is the country’s horizon. Today, as every other day, murders are reported, adding up to the 

http://www.des-bordes.net/


tragic count of violent deaths in Mexico; twenty-one more just yesterday.1 The paper gives an account 

for the almost seventy deaths caused by the recent outbreak of influenza virus. The proximity of the 

two reports is an invitation to the grim calculation of the complete death toll, an operation to rationalize 

death and to neutralize its horrors, as we realize it is not our death and it is others’. 

Before the impassive body, compassion is, either empty rethorics, or the first link in a chain of 

differences established by the living ones, through an elegiac discourse organizing the signs that must 

have belonged to the anonymous death when alive, in order to presume them delinquents, poor, ill, 

ignorant, or whatever is needed to explain why they are death, why they are different. 

  

Such elegy is not written by the departed; rather it is narrated from power, which proudly parades, 

through it, both, the passion with which it has managed an internal war, and the heroism it showed in 

face of the epidemy. In short, power’s ability to widen the death horizon in Mexico, by means of the 

intensification of the differences between itself and the rest. The latter is presented as crime, hence 

stirring on fear, indifference, apathy and reluctance, to indefinitely postpone the achievement of desire. 

 

Of the extensive becoming of germs and colonization. 

In 1763, as Lord Jeffrey Amherst was developing a way to end the resistance offered by the natives of 

the Ohio Valley, he had an idea he communicated to colonel Henry Bouquet, chief of the army. The 

army then swiftly gave away the blankets used by the smallpox patients to the Indians, the disease 

spread amongst them and the resistance fade.2 

Social Darwinism has explained the history of European colonization, from the XVI century until the 

XX, as a result of the evolutive differences between groups of humans that encounter at the racial 

superiority of some above others, the superiority of the vanquishers over the defeated. For that reason 

                                                            
1
 National news, Al menos 21 asesinatos, saldo de la violencia en el país; en Chihuahua, 12. (At least 21 

murders, toll of violence in the country; 12 in Chihuahua) La Jornada, Sunday 17 of May 2009, Política, p.4 
2
 Diamond, Jared. Armas, gérmenes y acero. Random House Mondadori, México, 2007, p. 230. The names of 

the characters were aquired from: http://rwor.org/a/v23/1120-29/1127/biowar_s.htm. 18 of May 2009. 
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biology is distrusted and labeled as racist, it tends to be avoided when understanding the differences 

imposed by the colonizational model. Biological racism is denied by postmodern culture, foreclosing it 

from its imaginary. But it does not eradicates it, biological racism floats on, as a warm and soft mist 

waiting the right moment to firestart the bones’ marrow. 

With this concern in mind, Jared Diamond writes the evolutive history of the human kind of the last 

thirteen thousand years,3 he gathers evidence from across diverse disciplines, and under whose light 

he examines the next chain of events: Man starts dispersing from Africa and eventually he colonizes 

the whole world, in several regions plants and animals start being domesticated, the first civilizations 

are born. At this point the domestication process, different from the taming process in animals, is not 

conditioned by the ability of humans, but rather by the natural environment. The variations in the 

weather of the continents are determined by their spatial orientation. The tribes that settled in the early 

Eurasian continent found themselves in a natural environment with a great number of domesticable 

animals. In a territory where the greater distance is set across from west to east, these groups shared 

a similar weather along this axis, which allowed for both the domestication practices and the species 

bred to be easily transmitted horizontally across the continent. From all the mammals seen as 

candidates to be domesticated, human kind has only achieved that enterprise successfully with 

fourteen species. Amongst those, only six have actually extended globally: sheep, goats, cows, swine, 

horses and dogs.4 All of them stemming from the strip of Mediterranean weather extending across 

Eurasia. 

Just as the domesticated plants and animals had a wild ancestor, in the same way the germs behind 

the most terrible of epidemics in human history, such as smallpox, influenza, tuberculosis, malaria, 

pest, measles, and cholera, they all derive from ancestors who attacked, amongst many animals, 

those associated to the ones domesticated by man. The evolutive process, including the close 

interaction between the early domesticators and their animals, helped confine germs into the species 

that offers the greatest chance of survival, man. 

                                                            
3
 Diamond, Jared. Armas, gérmenes y acero. Random House Mondadori, México 2007, 589p. 

4
  Diamond, Jared. Op cit. p. 186 



The various rhythms, underlying in Braudel’s Mediterranean historical trends, started Europe’s colonial 

expansion process. In the victories of the conquering wars, started in Mesoamerica and the Andes 

and the extended to other continents, the germs carried by the conquerors where as efficient, in no 

more, than their weaponry and their culture. 

Just as Don Quixote’s wind vane, that was wider where it should have been thinner, such is Joaquín 

Torres García’s compass. It reveals the principal axis of the American Continent vertically. Around it, 

the geography and the natural environment are shaped in such a way that allowed the first inhabitants 

to domesticate some plants and a few animal species, for example llamas, turkeys and dogs. 

The majority of the wild vegetables, from which ours derive, present genomic variations from one 

region to another, indigenous mutations that help adapt plants to their environment. When plants are 

farmed, artificial selection introduces a series of transforming mutations, in this manner it is possible to 

examine the dispersion of a given crop to determine if all its varieties show the same indigenous and 

transforming mutations. With this information the point of origin of the species can be traced and also 

whether if it is only one, or if there are several of them. In Eurasia all species come from a common 

ancestor originated in the Fertile Crescent, while in America there are two sites where plants started 

being domesticated, Mesoamerica and South America. The tropical areas between these two sources 

of civilization prevented the exchange pre-colony.5 If crops were not extended, even less so were the 

newly domesticated animals. 

Dogs are not exclusive to Mesoamerican cultures; they are present in virtually all the planet. It has 

been bred in China, Polynesia, Eurasia, etcetera. The result is a myriad of races designed for many 

and diverse purposes, such as sheperding, competition, or social control. In view of the extent of the 

variety, few would guess that the common ancestor to them all is the wolf. This animal, as its 

descendants, can be a carrier of rabies, and as a symbol of evil and menace it goes beyond the 

imaginary. From oral narrative to literature, from Michel Strogoff to modern black novels, where Marc 

Behm tells of the hell of the Nazi manipulation and its effects on young orphan Edmunda Sieglinda 
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Kerr. She is transformed gradually in what seemed despicable. Once fallen the Nazi regime, she is 

convicted. Moments before being taken to the scaffold, she remembers the song about wolves she 

learned as a kid in the French school she studied. Without fear she approaches the death that will see 

her rejoin her lost father, and hopefully, will bring her closer to the possibility to unmask the wicked 

character of the The Queen of Night in Mozart’s opera Die Zauberflöte; a character quite intriguing to 

her, and also, where the novel takes its name from. 

Rabies associated to canines explains in part the fear they arise amongst us. Joseph Meisner was just 

a kid when Jules Verne was writing his stories. Escorted by his mother, a farmer who had had her own 

adventure, Meisner arrived to the Pasteur Institute in order to convince the eminent scientist to apply 

his remedy on him. Pasteur did so, and that child became the first one to receive a vaccine against 

rabies. Years later, the concierge of the same institute, where Elia Metchnikoff also worked, was a 

Russian zoologist that fell in a depression state after his wife Ludmilla Feodorovitch passed. The 

depression was worsen both, by addictions, and by the persistent idea that humans are helpless 

against an omnipresent microscopic enemy. The despair found some relief in the company of Olga 

Belokopitova, and in the discovery that awarded him the Nobel Prize in 1905.6 The discovery was 

phagocytosis, the first confirmation that humans have their own mechanism to resist infection. 

The Mesoamerican Indians, as well as the rest of the conquered civilizations, we unaware of the 

microorganism carried by the conquerors, unaware of their evolutive process, and unaware of the 

immunity against them. How desolate and how empty, how hollow and uncertain, must the Ohio 

Indians must have felt after they received the deathly present from colonel Henry Bouquet, when they 

saw the unfair way in which the disease treated them in comparison to their subjugators. 

 

From evolution to genomics, the fast timings of biopower: 
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Diamond’s explanation restores an evolutionist perspective into culture, seeking to uproot the 

foreclosed racism and xenophobia, and explains the biological conditions that shaped the colonialist 

expansion. It leaves out, however, the last five hundred years of that story; pristine Darwinism would 

state that it is very little time to be taken into account. Nevertheless, the genomics technology 

developed recently can dramatically reduce the temporality associated to the evolutive processes. 

There were needed thousands of years to generate, from a biological point of view, the sufficient 

ecological differential required to give yield to colonizers and colonized; only a few hundred were 

necessary to homogenize the biological discrepancy around the globe. Then, in the midst of economic 

and cultural globalization, the technology essential to accelerate the evolutive processes by genomic 

manipulation becomes available. Along with nuclear weaponry, this technology helps to increase the 

uncertainty of science against the potential risks it might pose to the environment and to public health. 

Based on the observation that the Myxoma virus, originally from wild rabbits in Brazil, killed domestic 

European rabbits, Australian farmers introduced it in their country deliberately in 1950, in order to 

protect their crops from the rabbit plague caused by their ancestors back in the XIX century. The first 

year the mortality of rabbits reached 98.8%, the second year it lowered to 90%, and was finally 

stabilized in 25%.7 The foolish virus evolved to defend its interest, not those of the farmers; to leave 

more rabbits alive is a good strategy to ensure plenty of hosts and enhance survival probabilities. Just 

an example of the uncertainty associated to the handling of viral genetic structures, this insecurity has 

modified the traditional notion of risk based in the calculation of scientific certainties. In order to protect 

public health and the environment against the uncertainty involved in some technical procedures, the 

legal basis of the precautionary principle was developed.8 It states that in the face of a risk, action can 

be taken to protect the public or the environment from the potential harm, even when there is no 

scientific consensus about such harm nor certitude of the outcome. The guarantor of this principle 

must be a legal authority mediating between the part accusing of the abstract danger and the 

denounced scientists. The existence and the faculties given to the guarantor define its action. 
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Precautionary principle must not be mistaken with preventive principle,9 operating under a different 

concept where risk is calculable within the boundaries of scientific certainty. In this case, the guarantor 

of the principle is the scientific community that is able to calculate the specific risk involved. The 

relationship between the citizens and biopower will be a consequence of the relationship between this 

scientific community and the State and of the way it is structured. 

As a result, there are some that anticipate a notion of the individual as an enterpriser that manages 

the govern and the risk of his own health,10 while there are others that document the collapse of the 

global public health system and the comeback of  infectious diseases around the globe.11 

 

From the deepest point within guts: 

As long as disease is contagious, the health of the individuals cannot be a responsibility of them 

alone. The partaking of the State is necessary to avoid the collapse of public health. Yet the 

mechanisms implemented to measure the sanitary relationship between the States and its citizens can 

be diverse, and the best fitted to both, the type of democracy we want to build and the maximum 

efficiency of the system must be found. 

Only then, the structure of public health, the health care system, and the role to be played by the 

scientific and medical community, can be redefined. 

An epidemy does not reveal, it just simply confirms what we already knew: in Mexico in the one hand, 

the investment on science is insufficient and, in the other, the health care system is torn apart and 

financially handicapped. This, however, only unveils, the greater mass of such iceberg: the 

decomposition of the Mexican State, the lack of interest by the political players to arrive to democracy, 

                                                            
9
 Cafferatta, Nestor. El principio precautorio, Gaceta Ecológica, October-December, N° 073, Instituto Nacional 

de Ecología, Mexico 2004, p.9 
10

 Petersen, Alan. Risk, governance and the new public health. In Foucault, Health and Medicine, Routledge, 
London 1997, p.189 yss 
11

 Garret, Laurie. Betrayal of Trust the collapse of global public health. Hyperion, New York 2000, 754pp. 



the absence of appropriate ways to negotiate differences, the still far away transparence, and the 

rampant opportunism, that in a derridanian manner, makes promises to become threats.12 
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Manuel Hernández  

Cantos cívicos: the trap 

Translated by Jordi Tovilla 

 

I. The trap 

The cover shows two kids. They seem to be holding hands and dance turning around to the rhythm of 

a festive puerile song. The catalog of Cantos cívicos (Civic chants) is a metonymy of the work it 

shows, without directly revealing that to which it is pointing. Or at least not entirely. 

The swastikas joined to the dollars signs in a continuum, and the white playful rats keep the kids 

company. 

When the national university (UNAM) made room for Cantos cívicos at the MuAC1, it agreed to be 

questioned. Not only within the frame in which much of the discussion has been developed, but also in 

one much more precise and directly related to it: in the emblematic slogan of the alma mater, that was 

forged by José Vasconcelos, a self-declared filonazi; the presence of race, as well as the strong 

nationalism that springs to mind, cannot pass unnoticed anymore.  

José Vasconcelos was in charge of the rectorship of the University and he also was the Secretary of 

Educación, no less. Once again the University has proven not to have a totalitarian character in as 

much as it permits to be questioned in the most fragile spots where the questions raised by Cantos 

cívicos can cut deeper. 

The work by Miguel Ventura explicitly locates the texts published by Vaconcelos in Timón (either as an 

author or as an editor) as a  “return of the repressed”. That association, at present almost completely 
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split from the national hero, returns and shows itself. Any remaining innocence the public may still had, 

would be eliminated by such documents, given of course, that they are read. However, in every single 

occasion in which I was in front of that work, I saw the people passing by such texts without stopping 

to read them. 

The question embedded in that text is not What does “Cantos cívicos” mean?, nor What does it 

represent?, but rather What does it do? Such ability for action requires the activation of the work itself, 

a process in which the audience of the MuAC is partly responsible. 

Loosing one’s innocence without knowing, just as it can happen to a sexually abused child, could be a 

formula to precise what is going on that rattrap that is Cantos cívicos. Its viciousness is exactly there: 

it configures an erotic device that activates several resources to corrupt the presumed innocence of 

the spectator, whether they are children or not. Cantos cívicos states that children are, at present, a 

battleground for the legitimization and factual powers.2  

Cantos cívicos questions the notion of pedagogy itself, παιδαγωγός, or at least the components of 

manipulation and maliciousness inherent to the “conducting of children”. The question is not restricted 

to that underage, but also to any other who allows himself to be conducted as a child within the 

consumption society guided by the hand of spectacle, of which the cultural industry is no exception. 

 

Device, experience, practice 

An erotic device, that is what Cantos cívicos is. That who enters the work, is sadomizing a rat. 

A ludicrous vendetta of the “Man of the rats”, Cantos cívicos goes beyond and deals with various 

forms of penetration. Surprisingly this is not easy to detect. Even as the start is as such, the 

subsequent proliferation of images and objects impact the eye overwhelming it with thousands of 
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stimuli. To be left exposed to those stimuli has been too violent for some who have detested the piece; 

the visuals won the match, and they parted. 

This work represents such an amount of elements, and it is so un-transparent, that it can be easily 

misunderstood. It does not communicate anything clearly. Perhaps that is why it has been so talked 

about. 

There is language amongst animals that is no longer in doubt. In order to explore the territory bees 

have individuals that locate the spots where food is available. These individuals then communicate 

this knowledge through a series of perfectly coded movements in which the relevant information, such 

as distance and direction to the food source, the amount of food and its nature, is conveyed.3 The rest 

of the bees can then find the food even at large distances from their beehive. In contrast, human 

language is characterized by its ambiguity, its puns. The polysemy of each word generates and 

eruption of meanings and of resonances that enrich poetry, jokes and life in general. Nevertheless, 

such a slippery ground seems to have provoked repulsion for Cantos cívicos. It has been demanded 

objectivity from the piece as an historical account forgetting that this is neither its objective nor its 

adscription. As a work of art it cannot be expected that Cantos cívicos adopts the positive side of 

knowledge, instead it opts for the production of a critical discourse. The real question is to measure 

how much of that Cantos cívicos accomplishes, if it does at all. 

How many, from those who have rejected the piece, accepted the implicit invitation to get on all fours 

and enter the maze? To penetrated it, to travel it, to laugh, to watch the videos that explain how 

meticulously the rats are kept and trained, and then the shooting of the artist dressed as a Nazi as he 

crawls shepherding diverse animals through the maze? A small experience proposed to the visitor 

that, if accepted, makes him no longer a spectator, such as that who watches TV passively adding up 

to the spectacle society. To go through the maze is to set the own body in action, to accept the game 

proposed and to play it. 
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With the possibility to take part in the work itself, Cantos cívicos proposed a device that enables 

experience. Experience insofar it touches and transforms, in some extent, someone’s existence. 

However, to make an experience possible does not guarantee that it will take place, nor it decides its 

magnitude, let alone its meaning. It just makes it possible. I this case the device propose an 

experience independent of speech, although it can hardly be located outside language. 

It is a pity that those who have rejected Cantos cívicos do not say anything about their participation in 

the device during the performances. They do not say whether they participated completely or if there 

were parts they rejected or just omitted. Was it entering the maze? Was it to watch the rats at work? 

Or to read the posters of Timón? In any case they could even say why they omitted certain parts. 

What is evident is that Cantos cívicos has encouraged more than one to relate what happened whilst 

within the piece. This is decisive. To give an account of an experience is something specific to 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, especially in respect to the psychoanalysts. Someone does not become 

Lacanian by solely using the Lacanian slang. The analyst becomes able to sustain both a position and 

a practice as an effect of experience, which in turn depends on accepting a certain device. 

Cantos cívicos also puts forward an experience that depends on a device. Without yielding to it. How 

then can its corporal effects be detected? The piece exhibited at MuAC is no foreign to the physical 

body as an encounter place between politics and sexuality.4 

That erotic dimension is quite serious; it turns anyone who goes through the piece into a rat. This 

animal has no univocal value within the piece, and it is not possible to accept a simple association 

between rats and Jews, a common place in the anti-Semitism that Art Spiegelman shaped with a 

camp touch in the graphic novel Maus.5 To object it, is enough to point out that the first element of the 

work is a footage of the artist characterized as a Nazi who is singing as he turns into a rat. In this way, 

the artist, the Nazi character, and the audience, we all turn into rats. It is not a humans that we 

converge, but as rats. What does it mean, then, the inclusion of live rats into the device? 
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It is possible to venture a reading of the work, that is, to follow the tracks of the thematic threads until 

their articulation is attained. To accomplish that it is compulsory to enter the device, not as a glance 

but as a subject. 

The components of devices are, thus, visibility lines, enunciation lines, subjectivation lines, and 

even rapture, fissure and fracture lines that entangle and twist up while some of them incite the 

others through variations or even mutations in the array. From this circumstance two important 

consequences for the philosophy of devices emerge. The first one is the rejection of the 

universals.6  

This complexity is present in Ventura’s work. It casts a doubt on the universals, for instance the 

humanism that bears the dignity of “every human being”. Is it possible to still consider man, or to be 

human, as an undoubted value? Is the human exempt of any interrogation? Lyotard indicated that 

humanism “has even authority to suspend and to prohibit interrogation and suspicion, the all corroding 

thought”7 Questions, as rats gnaw on everything. But humanism is tough. Hence the importance not to 

stifle the questions raised by Cantos cívicos ahead of time.8 

The erotic device of the work has already been disclosed along its eschatological face.9 Jacques 

Lacan invented in the sixties something quite surprising with the object a. An object that is outside of 

the transcendental Kantian aesthetics and that is not an object of desire, but rather an object cause of 

desire. Versatile, the object a responds to the body’s orifices; it can operate in the shape of a breast, 

faeces, eyesight or voice. There is not a desiring subject without the determination inflicted by object 

a. Nonetheless; such objects incite sex without sexuation.10 The subject under the influence of object 

a is touched by a sexual desire that is neither feminine nor masculine in itself. It is desire. 
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As the presence of the faecal object in the piece has already been mentioned, it seems indispensable 

to finally discuss an element that, even as it has been disregarded until now, it is shown in the 

forefront of the piece. 

Civic chants, that’s its name. It is not only about the music, but also about the voice. Such is the object 

a that is being so insidiously activated within the piece, specifically by the rats. Rats, with a genome 

quite similar to humans.11 In Ventura’s work, a group of rats was educated to go through a plastic 

maze and to reach their food as a mixture with chocolate. Chocolate has been employed by Ventura 

before, it is given the value of shit, and, in context with a footage in this work that shows a Nazi officer 

forced to swallow something ceaselessly, it evokes the oral drive. 

At some point a second group of rats joins in, they have been painted to make them easily identifiable, 

and they have also been trained, by the first group of rats, to find the food through the maze. How 

would one fail to see in this group phenomenon an analogy of the handling of the population promoted 

by the Nazis, both within the German population and within their victims? Leni Riefenstahl’s films give 

a good account of the en masse phenomena occurred in Germany, whereas Hanna Arendt pinpointed 

the blind involvement of the Judenrat in the extermination toil.12 

There are two choirs, one composed by children and the other by adults. As the rats go through the 

maze they trigger signals indicating what song each choir will sing. The melodies include Die Fahne 

hoch (With the flag high up), a song sung by both choirs and which also was the hymn to the Nazi 

party, Falangista soy (I am a falangista), and the 80’s hits Life is life by Opus, and No controles (Don’t 

control) by the later Mexican pop band Flans.  

The effect that the music has on the audience is an intrinsic part of Cantos cívicos. Did those who 

hated the work witness the festive atmosphere of the concerts? Feeling how one’s body is transported 

by music, being amazed at hearing the children singing sweetly those songs of horror. Isn’t that a part 

of the piece? 
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Ears have no lids. They are orifices without any protective barrier. The substantiation by Pascal 

Quignard in The hate to music13, allows us to realize that through the choirs in Cantos cívicos, we 

have been penetrated anew. Penetrated by the music. In face of it we become defenceless without 

noticing that we have been raped; we listen to the music and we do as we are told. In this context the 

choirs’ songs provide with a valuable code to read and reveal the meaning of the whole piece. 

If it is true that Cantos cívicos operates from schizophrenia14 it is due to the music and the voice. A 

mad man despairs as he hears voices in his head, imposed voices. Those voices have no meaning, 

and if they do it is enigmatic. In the case the voices have a clear meaning, the orders they convey can 

be terrible: “kill your son, he is the devil”. A mad man believes in such voices and feels compelled to 

act in obedience. Music and voice keep a close relationship with hallucination, as they are also 

impositions. Who has never been tortured by a pop song that “sticks” helplessly in the head? That 

song comes when it feels like, and sets us free when it wishes so. 

Quignard threads upon that with a song, a sound, and a speech.15 They constitute, as a matter of fact, 

a pursuing series that subjectivates us even before we are born. “Ancient sounds have been hunting 

us. Before we even saw. Before we even breath nor yelled. We heard.”16 

The fascination brought about by music allows to find the mystery of the voice within, which is in turn 

the object cause of desire and of irruption of the superego.17 
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What supports the presence of the analyst as the patient lies on the couch? Isn’t himself but the voice 

emerging from the field of the Other? It strikes as odd that from all types of object a, the least studied 

by Lacan was the voice. In one of the few occasions in which he extended on the matter he said: 

The voice at hand is the voice as imperious, as it commands obedience or conviction, for it is 

located unrelated to music, but related to word.18  

In contrast, Pascal Quignard points out that: “to listen, is to be touch at a distance. Rhythm is linked to 

vibration. […] To listen is to obey. The Latin for listening is obaudire. Obaudire has derived in French 

under the form obéir [to obey]. An audition, the audientia, is in fact an obaudientia, an obedience.”19 It 

may be because of his attempt to split the voice from the music that often, when the study of the voice 

seemed called for, Lacan postponed it. 

The field of power is not only negative, legal. Foucault put it quite clearly, as he warned the analysts.20 

There is not a single power, power is multiple and is all about specific powers whose principal 

objective is not to prohibit, but “to produce an efficiency, an aptitude, to be producers of a product”.21 

Indeed, the study of such “technology of power”22 was started, according to Foucault, by Bentham and 

then by Marx in the second book of Das Capital. It is not about a personal discipline, but about 

mechanisms, as the school for example, where the possibility to classify the pupils was crucial in the 

control of the student population. 

There is a form of power that attains the means to control, to direct, and to channel, not a single 

individual, but a whole population, in order to get a product out from it.23 The most immediate way to 

organize the bodies unanimously is by altering ad coordinating their own rhythms. For that reason, 

before discussing the subject of shit in Cantos cívicos as a product of the system, it is convenient to 

mention the voice as the commander of the production of shit, the regularity of the production, the due 
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hygiene, and the final destiny of the waste. A power that motivates the production, to do, as it is clearly 

shown by the obsessive symptom of oblativity. For example, in the field of love there is the idea that 

one can only be loved if he or she has done something to deserve it, as in the present field of work the 

concept of “loosing time” is unacceptable. It is not only about an anatomo-politics, but of a bio-power, 

for although it affects the individual bodies, the regime deciding the children’s education in treatment 

and destiny of the waste is key to public health. 

The long educational process of human beings starts with their own sphincter control, sphincters that 

respond to an impervious voice. 

The techniques of power imply a heterogeneous arrangement of the force lines, and since the 

industrial revolution, technology plays a crucial role in them. But above all there is a rhythm. In fact, 

Pascal Michon mantains that “le pouvoir est un médium rythmique” (“power is a rhythmic medium”).24  

Power acts through rhythm. Michon develops this decisive thesis precisely in regard to the institutions 

referred to by Michel Foucault: the school, the hospitals, the army, and the workshop. In there, 

whomever imposes the cadence in which things are done, is in charge. It is necessary, then, to stop at 

that “singular object”25 which is music and singing, in as much as, just as voice does, they command, 

they force obedience. What is our relationship with that single object? We incorporate it, Lacan said. A 

voice cannot be assimilated, it is incorporated, and, for that, “it can model our life”.26 

The voice, then, is the instrument in which the desire of the Other is manifested… along with the 

desire of the superego.27  

When Lacan first located with precision the production of object a, it was through a topological 

operation, dividing a cross-cap in a Moebius band and a residue. It states: 
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The residual part is here. I have built it for you, I make circulate… It has a small interest 

because, I tell you, this is a. I give it to you as a eucharistic bread, for you will be served from 

it at a later time. The lowercase a is made like that.28 

Indeed, the object a, and the voice in particular, penetrate the body and is incorporated. Not an 

imaginary identification, but an ouside-inside passage. Ari Volovich, in a commentary on Cantos 

cívicos, notes that: “In one of the paintings we can see a rat offering an eucharistic bread shaped as 

a swastica to the open mouths of a nazi official and a bunch of kids dressed in traditional german 

clothes.”29  

The coincidence does not cease to surprise. In Cantos cívicos the incorporation of the object a, 

shaped as a musical eucharistic bread penetrating through the body’s orifices, is quite effective. 

Quignard: “The auditor of language is a speaker: the egophoria sets the “I” at his disposal and the 

open possibility to respond at all times. The music auditor is not a talker. He is a pray surrendered to 

the trap.”30 

That alone is Cantos cívicos: a trap that activates the insidious chore of propaganda assisting 

biopower. How to grasp the full extent of the piece without listening to the concerts? 

How not to shiver before the manipulation to which the public is submitted as it watches the kids 

singing catchy tunes? Or how people keep a face more suitable to a Sunday concert, while the kids 

are admired, dressed in colourful uniforms that evoke the Hitler Youth? 

Quignard again: 

Neither internal nor external, the deployment of music cannot be clearly distinguished, what is 

objective from what is subjective, what belongs to audition from what belongs to the production 

of sound. Uneasiness particular to every childhood consists of the recognition, amongst the 
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passionate and quickly embarrassing body sounds, what is born from within and what belongs 

to the other. 

As it does not delimit anything, sound has individualized less ears than those which has 

brought together. The name for it: earpull. National anthems, local fanfares, religious chants, 

family chants, they identify groups, they associate those native, they subject the subjects. 

The obedient. 

Undelimitable and invisible, music appears to be the voice of us all. Perhaps there is no music 

that isn’t beckoning, since there is no music that does not immediately mobilize breath and 

blood. Soul (lung animation) and heart.31  

That is how it goes, people grow obedient to music, to its charm, and they group around it. That is 

why Adorno insisted in the relevance of Schoenberg’s music, because it did not armonize with the 

system. Music after Auschwitz can never be the same, for it was a partner in crime. Music, Quignard 

remembers, was the one amongst all arts, in collaboration with the execution of jews organized by 

the Germans.32 Simon Laks has left a testimony of it in Melodies from Auschwitz.33  

Pascal Quignard: 

After what historians call the “Second World War”, after the extermination camps of the III 

Reich, we have entered a time where melodic sequences exasperate.34  

In the presence of music, ears cannot be closed, one remains captive by it. “That was the anguish of 

those deported, whose bodies rose in spite of themselves. We tremble as we listen to this: naked 

bodies entering the gas chamber in the presence of music”.35 

Plato had already mentioned in the Republic (book III, 401 d) how “rhythm and harmony are 

introduced in the most intimate part of the soul” hence “education rests in music”. Indeed, music 
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captures the human body plummeting into obedience everyone who succumbs to its trapping chant, 

and that’s why cunning Odysseus tied himself to the topmast. For Quignard the Mermaids at the 

execution fields were Wagner, Brahms and Schubert.36 

In order to listen to music, to listen to the other, one needs to shut up. A way of obedience and of 

renunciation to the person (per sonare), in which “the right to express myself” ceases. This side of 

depersonalization, this inhumanity, is part of the allure of music; it resembles a fishhook for souls. 

Quignard:  

Why was it possible to “mix” music with the “execution of thousands of people”?  

Why did music play a “more than an active role” in it? 

Music rapes human bodies. It makes them rise. The musical rhythms mesmerize the corporal 

rhythms. Once it has found the music, the ear cannot be closed. Music, for being a power, 

associates to all and every power.37  

The ferociousness of music is a good start point to explain how it was possible, for a country where 

the most refined music is not only loved but also crafted, to get systematically involved in what took 

place in Auschwitz. 

 

Propaganda and advertisement 

To believe that the work by Ventura is grotesque by the endless repetition –in the fashion of 

Goebbels– of the swastika signs, might prove a costly mistake. Such known and coded images allow 

us to be on guard once inside the trap. The return of the repressed becomes present in a transfigured 

manner: the NILC fiction is the parody announcing it and warning us of the risk. What was repressed 

before does not return in an identical fashion to itself, rather, it takes new shapes that allow it to 

appear at broad daylight. 
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Propaganda, having started with a religious connotation at the propagation of the Catholic faith, was 

categorically altered in significance with the use given to it by the totalitarian regimes of the XX 

century.38 Since that moment the term is associated to the control of the public opinion mainly through 

the mass media. 

Inevitably, propaganda was to be implicated with political parties’ strategies and with governments 

perceiving themselves as not totalitarian. 

In capitalistic societies commercial advertisement and political propaganda have been hand in hand 

since the beginning of the XX century until now. Every detail of the voting campaigns is orchestrated 

by the large marketing firms and their experts. 

Let us not forget that the goal of propaganda is to influence the mass, by the power of suggestion and 

by manipulation of the symbols and of the individual psychology, in order to increase the support (or 

the disapproval) to a certain position, rather that showing it simply with pros and cons. Is there still any 

doubt, that the information supplied by the Pentagon and broadcasted by CNN during the Persian Gulf 

War, wasn’t part of the whole war strategy? The objective of propaganda is not to tell a truth, but to 

convince people: the aim is to bend the general opinion, not to inform it. 

For that reason, propaganda messages are presented with an emotional overload, calling upon 

affection and, specifically, patriotic feelings, summoning the emotional arguments more than the 

rational ones. Hence, the great service provided by music. Advertisement experts are aware of that 

when they use jingles in ads: “research shows that the main impact of a song […] can be due to the 

fact that it curbes counterarguing”39 

Advertisement and propaganda add up in the use of every available mechanism to make someone (or 

a group) believe that decision he takes is his own, when it really is the effect of the manipulation 

inherent to propaganda. If on the one hand, commercial advertisement seeks to influence the 

                                                            
38

 As an instrument of biopower, the use of propaganda cannot distinguish between political colors. This section 
is greatly backed in the book by Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson, La era de la propaganda. Uso y abuso de 
la la persuasión, Paidós, Buenos Aires, 1994. 
39

 ibid., p. 190 



consumer’s choices and the individual political preferences, the target (as it is known) of propaganda 

is to control a larger social group, for example in the face of a threat by war or an epidemic. 

Propaganda intends to guide the general opinion through the implementation of values around which 

power pursues to unify population, who embrace such values as their own. 

At present times, the frontier between both territories, advertisement and propaganda, becomes 

blurry, not only due to the presence of business opportunities, both amidst large enterprises and 

political parties, but also because they share common interests. 

No other than Goebbels, the Nazi Minister of Education and Propaganda, is credited with the invention 

of modern propaganda. A look through its principles validates that:40 

 

1. Principle of simplification to a single enemy. To adopt a single idea, an individual Symbol. 

To individualize the adversary into a single enemy. 

 

2. Principle of the spreading method.  

To group several adversaries in a single category or individual. Adversaries most be 

constituted as the individualized total of the addition. 

 

3. Principle of transposition.  

To load upon the adversary the own mistakes and defects, countering the attacks with attacks. 

"If you cannot deny some bad news, make up some other news as distraction". 
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4. Principle of exaggeration and de-figuration.  To convert any anecdote, as insignificant as it 

may be, into a present threat. 

 

5. Principle of vulgarization.  

"All propaganda should be popular, it most calibrate its level with the least intelligent amongst 

the individuals towards it is directed. The greater the mass to be convinced is, the smaller the 

mental effort needed should be. The receptive capacity of the masses is limited and their 

comprehension scant; besides, they forget quite easily". 

 

6. Principle of orchestration.  

"Propaganda must be limited to a small number of ideas and it must repeat them tirelessly, 

presented once and again from different perspectives yet always meeting at the same concept. 

Neither fissures nor doubts". Hence the infamous phrase: "If a lie is repeated enough times, it 

becomes the truth". 

 

7. Principle of renovation.  

Information and arguments must be emitted constantly and in such a rate that by the time the 

adversary is able to respond, the public is already interested in something else. The 

adversary’s responses shall never have the power to curb the increasing number of 

accusations. 

 

8. Principle of likelihood.  

To construct arguments from different sources, through the so-called probes or from 

fragmentary information. 

 



9. Principle of silenciation.  

To quiet the topics where arguments are not at hand and to dissemble that news in favour of 

the adversary. Counter-programming can be used if necessary, and with help from the akin 

fraction of the mass media. 

 

10. Principle de la transfusion.  

As general rule propaganda always works starting from a pre-existent substrate, either a 

national mythology or a complex of traditional hate and prejudice; the emitted arguments must 

be able to take root in primitive attitudes. 

 

11. Principle of unanimity.  

To convince a large group of people that they belong to an even larger group who believes just 

like them. They think "just like everybody else", thus producing a false perception of 

unanimity.41 

Even as we wrote this paper, we were quite surprised to learn that the Universidad de Málaga 

asserted the previous 11 principles to be indeed produced by Goebbels. Nevertheless, two of them 

(points 5 and 6) are intriguingly presented as quotations. The distressing reading of Mein Kampf 

revealed to whom they must be credited. They are both there, intelligibly.42 

These principles, a couple of them crafted by Hitler himself, belong nowadays to the basis of any 

political and commercial campaign in all liberal and capitalistic democracies. From this confirmation 

and with a minimum understanding of the manipulation mechanisms characteristic of propaganda, the 

notion of freedom is seriously casted a doubt, as it stands for indetermination and independence of 

power and or capital. 
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Contrasting with the typical atmosphere in the everyday events, Miguel Ventura allows us two 

advantages. In the one hand, he generates a fiction, the NILC, and he makes it obvious; on the other 

hand his plastic production directly presents, or at least evokes, the Nazi iconography, which 

immediately warns us and might even cause rejection. Such advantages are not allowed by the 

system. 

The repressed returns transformed. As we listen to Flans our body starts to move, yet we do not listen 

carefully to the lyrics, even as we sing it; we sail happily in a multicolour party, amidst foamies, pics y 

action figures. A contemporary aesthetics luring children and adults alike. The same aesthetics with 

which Mac Donald’s has been able to ensnare us; the same strategy with which George W. Bush 

inspired fear into his fellow citizens, and terror to the rest of the world for eight years. 

 

Impromptu: pornography and the art world 

The NILC and Gottfried Ohms fictions allow for the creation, within Cantos cívicos, of a peculiar space 

where several images of hardcore sex are related to distinguished members (no pun intended) of the 

some of the Mexican and international social celebrities. That is the moment at which the relationship 

between the swastika and the dollar sign seems to be emphasized. 

It is located in a nook of the whole installation, some sort of porno-cabin. Penetrations are abundant in 

all their varieties, there is even fist fucking. What is behind such a strange coalescence, seemingly 

mismatched in the work’s puerile aesthetics? 

In the opposite wall there are photographs of youths, half-naked, and whose attitudes indicate that 

either they promote themselves through Internet chat rooms, or they offer their sexual services on line. 

The latter two parts of the installation seem to maintain a dialogue. 

How so? In order to answer that, we need to take into consideration that few months ago, Beatriz 

Preciado published a book entitled Testo yonqui in which she maintains the following thesis:  



 

The sex industry is not only the most profitable market on the Internet, but it represents the 

model of maximum profitability in the cybernetic market as a whole (only comparable to 

financial speculation): minimum investment, direct sale of the product in real time, 

individualized, immediately generating the consumer’s satisfaction in and through the visit to 

the website. Any other website is modelled and organized with the same masturbatory logic of 

pornographic consumption.43 

 

The author also advances an even bolder theory, “the rePal engine of present capitalism is the 

pharmaco-pornographic control of subjectivity”.44 Let us not dwell for long in the drug dealing example, 

for it does not form part of this work by Ventura, but let us just note that Preciado considers this and 

pornography as “the two veiled driving forces of the XXl century capitalism.”45 At least in Mexico they 

are not concealed, they are just not explicitly recognized, for both enjoy complete exposure.46 With an 

interest in the first person, thanks to the synthetic testosterone dispensed as a hard drug, pharmaco-

pornography represents for Beatriz Preciado “the outer edge dark side of the contemporary cultural 

industry, as well as the paradigm of any other Post-Ford production. In the über-material capitalism. 

Every way of production brings benefits for they emulate the pharmaco-pornographic model.”47  

Against the Nazi hygienism, and in opposition to their ideal of purity, that translated into a 

condemnation of homosexuality and, according to the thesis by Lourdes Morales, has been stretched 

in the depurated minimalist aesthetics ruling the art world as an international lingua franca;48 the NILC 
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is endowed with a crammed dirty aesthetics. A sort of polysexuality that the fist fucking evokes 

Foucault’s idea of the need for the innovation in the production of pleasure to keep desire existing.49  

With a drift through alternative sexualities, Cantos cívicos works an inquiry to the definite and 

heteronormative sexual identities. 

To put it in Beatriz Preciado’s words: 

I used to think that only people like me were the ones being really fucked up. Because we are 

not, and shall never be either Little Women, nor a hero from Río Grande. Now I know that 

actually we’re all really fucked up, we shall never be either Little Women, nor heroes from Río 

Grande.50 

The presence of some erect phallus and several exposed vaginas is not due to a personal whim of the 

author; it is at this point where the piece articulates a critic to the biopower allowing the maintenance 

of the system: “the rise of capitalism is unthinkable without the institutionalization of the heterosexual 

device as a way to profit from the sexual, gestational, health care, and nursery services, historically 

carried out by women without any compensation.”51 

This is the plot we find thread when the piece gathers the representatives of biopower –and above all 

the more conservatives-, along with certain artists who profit from “internationalism” the ruler of the 

art’s market, with hardcore pornography. Under the fictional patronage of Gottfried Ohms, who has 

surmounted the art’s market, this coalescence does not appear too arbitrary. Assembling the swastika 

signs with the dollar signs is not just about prestige, but of the solution that the hypertechnological 

posmodernistic world gives to the crisis produced by the failure of the metanarratives: Money. 

Through money power is achieved, and power establishes the criteria of truth and of legitimacy that, in 

turn, generate… money.52 
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Materialist Spectrality 

 

i. The trepidation of the imaginary  

According to the Mexican press, more bullets were fired in 2008 than in any other year of the 

country’s recent history.1 Figures from both official and journalistic sources concur that more than 

5.000 people lost their lives in violent incidents connected with drug trafficking and the efforts to 

control it; the total for the previous year, 2007, was around 2.800.2 The shocking arithmetic of these 

statistics, showing the net level of violence in Mexico surpassing that of several war zones around the 

world, was widely reported in early 2009 by all the major news agencies – causing national politicians 

and intellectuals to sound the alarm at the deterioration of ―Mexico’s image abroad‖.3 The trepidation 

of the imaginary reached its height in January this year, when the United States Department of 

Defense published a report by one of its strategic analysis groups. This evoked the possibility of 

Mexico’s ―rapid and sudden collapse‖ as a result of the stress placed by criminal gangs on the nation’s 

judicial, police and financial structures.4 The report’s characterization of Mexico as a ―weak, failed 

state‖ was immediately repudiated by the Mexican diplomatic corps, and some weeks later the new US 

administration seemed to be adopting a more conciliating discourse that acknowledged the co-

responsibility of North America in the violence: both in terms of its insatiable demand for illegal 

substances, and as the provenance of the vast majority of the weapons at the disposal of the armed 

wings of the various cartels.5 Nevertheless, the crisis forced the Mexican government to dispatch 

thousands of soldiers to patrol the streets of border towns, as the only way to reduce the belli-

gerence.6 Even so, the first four months of 2009 saw a death toll of almost 1.900 people caught up in 

the whirlwind of executions, decapitations and shoot-outs.7 Though it may be an exaggeration to speak 

of the displacement of the nation-state by outlaw organizations taking control of some of its territories 
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and populations, in a serious challenge to government hegemony, it is certainly fair to say that the 

exacerbation of the violence has given rise to a situation of chaotic disorder, of the kind that was once 

the preserve of social revolts. In a country where, as in most parts of the world, modernity amounts to 

an unhinged experience (in the sense of outside the frame) that moves from the murkiness of 

colonialism to the perpetual drift of the nation-state, it cannot be denied that the emergence of pure 

destructiveness is also the sign and the engine of transition from one period to the next.  

 

ii. Phenomenology of what has died  

For over fifteen years, in its various incarnations, the work developed by Teresa Margolles around the 

institutional treatment of corpses and the materiality of death has operated like a kind of unconscious 

historiography of the brutality of Mexican social experience. This narrative springs not from any direct 

impulse towards reportage, so much as from the exercise of a heterodox experience of knowledge 

and an ethical investigation pushed to the limit. Margolles’s oeuvre, like much else that falls into the 

tired category of ―political art‖, is the visual transcription of a project of public opinion. It is politically 

corrosive above all because it refuses any other mode of thinking and sensing the social. This 

adventure on the outer limits, one of very few such that have infiltrated the artistic arena, combines the 

heterogeneity of a point of view with individual, subcultural negativity, and undertook the risk, from the 

outset, of operating out of one of the blind spots of our imaginary: that involving contact with, learning 

about, and working on deceased matter.  

   This ominous epistemological adventure has achieved a painful public relevance over time. 

Without being precisely the implementation of a program, Margolles’s work has embraced a 

succession of subjective and aesthetic positions, all of which have functioned against a background of 

concrete historical processes. Thus it is perfectly feasible, in general terms, to outline a 

phenomenology of the various phases through which the dead has figured the living in this work. 

While Margolles proceeds with visceral sensibility within a domain which most of her contemporaries 

would go out of their way to avoid, the construction of her serial perspectives can be seen as the 

double foundering of a social epoch. The stages  

of her work are like codified, hyper-sensitive ghost-doubles of a period that has been anything but the 



expression of historical inertia.8 

—Gothic Modernity: At the beginning of the 1990s, the SEMEFO group fielded a gothic aesthetic as it 

investigated the ―life of the corpse‖ by means of performances, videos and hybrid sculptural objects. 

This activity coincided in unsettling fashion with the disruptions of the social order imposed by 

globalization and the neoliberal turn upon the economies of the South. In retrospect, SEMEFO’s way of 

referencing Artaud, Bataille or José Clemente Orozco constituted a nihilist reaction to the 

propaganda of a sublime modernization that promised us imminent entrance into the mercantilo-

democratic normality of the ―first world‖, provided we were ready to throw out the post-revolutionary 

social contract. SEMEFO’s macabre games presented the Mexican experience as a montage of 

conflicts and catastrophes, encompassing indigenous sacrificial practices, colonial extermination and 

the violence of subsequent revolutions.9 Indeed, rather than confine itself to the subcultural margins 

one might have expected of its origins in Death metal rock and its clear predilection for the dark side 

of the urban tribes of the periphery,10 SEMEFO established itself as a key exemplar of the kinds of ―art 

of the crisis‖ that flourished in the Mexico of the 1990s – largely because its negotiations with the 

ultimate horror worked as an extreme cipher for shared anxieties. However, the collective’s 

uncompromising anti-humanism was the feature which set it apart from other artists and groups 

emerging from the counterculture at that time. Conveying the contact with repellent or abject things in 

an ecstatic register, vilifying modernity with the objects expulsed by historical putrefaction, SEMEFO 

foresaw the way the capitalist party would entrench cyclical instability, in Mexico as in practically all 

the southern economies. The ―gothic‖ aspect cultivated by the group (including in its Frankensteinian 

allusions) expressed a classic aesthetic condition of modernity, in which the theme of horror and the 

―undead‖ stands for a primal reaction to the brutality of modernization – for it expresses a present 

haunted by fear of the return of the repressed, and bracing itself for changes that are quite the 

opposite of those dangled before us by the illusions of progress and homogeneity.  

 

—The morgue as atelier. During the next phase, roughly corresponding to the second half of the 

decade of the 1990s, Margolles (first as a member of SEMEFO, and then independently) moved 

towards the necrological appropriation of the protocols of artistic production, by using the forensic 



institution of the mortuary as her studio. A double disruption was this effected: not only was the artist 

abusing a pillar of the legal apparatus, twisting it away from its official purpose, but also she was 

contaminating the contemporary aesthetic apparatus with sacred horror.11 

 Over and above the worth of specific pieces produced in that workshop, Margolles’s use of the 

mortuary as a studio entailed a structural consequence. All of her artistic operations became defined 

by the fact of occupying a classic institutional space, of the kind Michel Foucault described as 

―heterotopias‖: spaces designated by every civilization as ―outside all places‖, even when they are 

clearly localized; institutions ―controlled by an unspoken sacralization‖.12 To operate within the 

morgue, and upon its content and purpose; to operate from this ―space outside‖ allowed Margolles to 

realize a ―heteropology‖: a description or reading of a territory that appeared as a ―refutation, both 

mythical and real, of the space of life‖.13 The critical potential of this location found itself heightened 

by historical contingency, when the fairy-tale of Mexican modernization met its nemesis in violence. 

The outbreak of the Zapatista rebellion, the pandemic of crime unleashed by the economic crisis of 

1994-1995, and a string of spectacular political assassinations marked the collapse of the one-party 

regime that had ruled Mexico from 1929 to 2000. These events transformed Margolles’s gruesome 

headquarters into a public image of the political and social crisis of the mid-1990s. The necrophiliac 

studio had turned into the showcase of necropolitics.  

 

—Spectral exportation. In the first five years of the new century, Margolles’s work spilled outwards in 

complex fashion. Although the investigative terrain, the raw materials and the technical referent 

continued to be anchored in the Mexican morgue, the poetic spur was now to develop a series of 

methodologies for transmission beyond the bounds of the institution, which at the same time involved 

a growing rejection of the circumscription of the ―artistic object‖. With extraordinary prolixity, 

Margolles unfolded a whole arsenal of production tactics designed to facilitate a ghoulish contraband 

of the by-products and sidelines of forensic work in the direction of another kind of heterotopia: the 

global art-exhibition room. She launched into a wide range of interventions upon actual display 

spaces and surfaces as well as impregnating works specifically localized in urban territory, recycling 

the water that had been employed in the cleansing rites of the mortuary, the fats expelled by cadaver 



processing techniques, and even body parts, as a way of spectralizing the exhibition space. Except 

for a number of crucial exceptions, Margolles exported the waste products of her work environment, 

rather than dead bodies themselves. Corporal substances and fluids were transferred into the 

surroundings and bodies of the spectators through variously contaminated media: the essences were 

dispersed in the form of vapor, mixed into cement, or turned into soap bubbles. The artist also used 

human fat to coat monochrome installations or as ―filler‖ to repair cracks in the building, the social 

body. Esthetically speaking, she was enabling this contraband by subjecting the post-minimalist 

repertoire and the poetics of de-materialization to a process of symbolic pollution.  

  The ―purified‖ esthetic of the monochrome, the production of environmental conditions that are 

sensitive on the purely material level of exposure, the recourse to minimal sculptures to transport the 

body of a foetus, the systematic over-use of the procedures of the ready-made – all these were 

deployed like parasites exploiting the dominant esthetic. Under the deceptive guise of a minimalist 

conceptualism, Margolles was performing surreptitous operations involving a materialist cadaverism, 

exposing her audience to a category defined by Georges Bataille as ―base materialism‖: things that 

can neither be classified not controlled, ―what can never serve in any case to ape a given authority‖ 

and remain ―external and foreign‖ to the objects of productive idealization and consumption.14 But the 

full radicalism of such an infiltration can only be appreciated once we see that in these polluted pieces, 

Margolles was inverting the contemplative relations of modern esthetics. In place of any neutral, 

dispassionate observation of ―beauty‖, spectators’ bodies and feelings were being exposed to works in 

the form of substances that violated the distance implied by esthetic attention; that threatened to 

merge with the receptor’s very flesh, infused into his lungs and bloodstream.  

 This invasion, propelled by the commissions and invitations of the world cultural circuit, functioned 

as a debased analogy of the globalization process. If not deliberately or explicitly, the work’s 

expansion beyond the walls of the studio-morgue mirrored the insidious, invisible and dissolvent effect of 

global capitalism, ignoring frontiers and fostering a constant transposition of identities. Indeed, by 

performing operations which frequently exploited a legal vacuum, Margolles was positing the 

deregulation of transactions between the dead and that which is destined to be (ex)posed. Not the 

least achievement of this procedure is how it shows elements which are culturally repellent and 



instantly vomited out, infiltrating the circulatory stream of culture.  

 

iii. Price and Innocence 

Every death has a multiplicatory effect. That is why executions are not exclusively directed at the 

condemned; they establish and maintain a perverse system of communication.15 The lords of the War 

on Drugs – traffickers and their pursuers – know as well as do the media and its audience that each 

corpse is a semiotic bombshell, that strikes fear into the population whilst goading the adversary to 

greater heights.16 Every murder leaves a family forever damaged, local people terrorized, and urban 

space reconfigured; it will be branded on memories for generations. In the cities close to the US-

Mexico border,17 violence has engulfed the lives above all of young people, who run an ever-growing 

risk of dying before their time. Within the affective networks that constitute families and communities, 

each violent death, no matter what the circumstances or motives, creates a lasting trauma. ―Violence 

has broken the continuity of a life line. The survivor has not merely changed: he or she is another 

person.‖18 

 Until recently, it has been difficult to acknowledge the indiscriminate force-field of each of these 

deaths, due to the interference of morality. The press, the neighbors, family members themselves, 

and most of all, the state, seek to exorcize the trauma of violent death by applying a double standard 

that separates ―guilt‖ from ―innocence‖, the ―criminals‖ from the ―victims‖. Although capital punishment 

has been abolished in Mexico, many cruel ends are welcomed with an indifference bordering on glee, 

in that they are perceived as well-deserved. So long as the bad guys stick to killing each other, that’s 

nothing to the rest of us. For decades, throughout the criminalization of the drug trade that took place 

during the last century, the homicides among rival gangs were viewed by the public as an 

occupational hazard, the effect of immanent justice. It’s not so much the consumption of illegal 

substances as the murderous economy surrounding this commerce that produces the moralism 

spiked with ethical indifference which is also the standard reaction to the slaying of a prostitute.  

 What we have here, then, is a mechanism of class and labor divisions presiding over the act of 

death. Gangsters, dealers, addicts, users and the very forces of law and order are ultimately 

regarded as forming part of the same rotten mass that is to be repudiated wholesale. These people 



are accursed, cannon fodder, eminently sacrificeable. By contrast, the media are duty-bound to whip 

up maximum shock-horror whenever a crime victim can be portrayed as an illustration of the 

―absence of evil‖.19  

 A social project can be glimpsed behind these distinctions. It is not by chance that the etymology of 

the word ―innocence‖ derives from denial of wrong-doing; in – not, and nocere – to hurt; an innocens is 

―one who does no harm‖.20  

 Reflecting upon the consequences of the military metaphors embedded in another of our 

contemporary symbolic ―wars‖ (incited by dread of pandemia), Susan Sontag expounded with great 

lucidity the implications of the obsession with ―radical innocence‖ that currently inhabits the language:  

 

Victims suggest innocence. And innocence, by the inexorable logic that governs all relational terms, 

suggests guilt.21 

 

At the present juncture, where violence acts as a mediation between the capitalist duty of enrichment 

and the dwindling of opportunity at the edges, the allocation of guilt and innocence constitutes a 

stratagem that well serves a historical regime committed to the celebration of ―normality‖ equated with 

―non-guilt‖. The cult of innocence that is conspicuous in the narratives about crime consecrates 

inoffensiveness as the highest ethical value. The smaller the mark an individual makes upon his time 

and society, the more his death is mourned. We create hells so as to go on believing that heaven is 

full of meek and silent sheep.  

 

iv. Necro-urbanism 

As though in synchrony with the exacerbation of violence in the north of Mexico, Margolles’s work, 

already (although not without tensions) implanted into the world-wide art circuit, has lately begun to 

engage with a new heterotopic domain. Every one of Margolles’s recent works has declared, not 

without dismay, the obsolescence of the morgue as sole container of dead matter; a comprehensive 

violence literally carpets public space, the discourse of the media and urban sensibility with the signs 

and traces of an all-embracing economy of the abject. Given that the mortuary has lost its monopoly 



on the storage of cadavers, Margolles has abandoned this chilly atelier and proceeded to investigate, 

both materially and symbolically, the ways in which the ―base globalization‖ of the drugs business (the 

machine that articulates the oft-denied solidarity between consumer pleasure and sacrificial 

sovereignty) steeps the public arena in death. The artist has once more pushed her research outward, 

in order to explore the physical and symbolic spaces of what Sergio González Rodríguez has called 

―abject architecture‖:  

 

An uncanny construction, like a kind of branch line of the sewer system symbolically threatening the 

whole of society, seeking to entrench itself in the most anaesthetic perpetuity with its unacceptable 

mandate: mind your own business. 22  

 

In this new phase —symbolically inaugurated with the creation of a pavement made of pieces of 

shattered windscreens from cars whose occupants were shot as they drove through Mexico City, 

which was installed in a socially debased neighborhood of Liverpool (On Pain/Sobre el dolor, 2006)— 

Margolles has made use of a wide range of new procedures aimed at concentrating the social waste 

products of extended terror within the exhibition space, by means of actions and performative pieces.  

 Margolles’s latest projects, while amplifying all her previous methods of clandestine exportation, 

are far more energetically invested in the search for material evidence in the streets. By an unusual 

route, her work has moved into nomadism. It is no longer a question of the abstract presentation of 

this substance or that, but rather the outcome of a series of necro-geographical tours. Walter 

Benjamin’s felicitous description of the flâneur as a wanderer through modernity ―who goes 

botanizing on the asphalt‖,23 might here have found its monstruous double. In the combings of crime 

scenes carried out by Margolles and her network of helpers, the flâneur is reborn as a crew of 

amateur forensic investigators: collecting up mud, blood and broken glass from the roadway, 

recording the vacant horror of mortally wounded places on photographs and videos, filleting 

newspaper reports and popular commentary for the phrases and clichés that every execution 

attracts. This close tracking of base materiality and verbality takes place once the police and forensic 

technicians have finished with the scene. After these authorities’ removal of the bodies and any 



evidence, there are still plenty of remains and effluvia testifying to a life cut short. All such residue 

(dirt, blood, glass, stains, fragments, noises) is what Margolles encapsulates in the formula: ―all that’s 

left‖.  

 This experience (one that generally resists representation) is an act of defiance and restitution in 

itself, braving the geo-graphy of fear that the killings institute within cities. To tread the dust of these 

disregarded dead is one way of restoring the right to the city. But the wandering must soon give way to 

a transportation. ―All that’s left‖ is reworked by the artist with the goal of carrying it, like a body is 

carried to the grave, into the public terrain of art – and this is done, needless to say, by the infusion of 

a basely material intervention. The blood and dirt, after drying into lengths of fabric, is re-humidified and 

thus brought back in the exhibition room. The shards of glass are mounted as pieces of jewellery, 

modelled on the bling that is so popular among the big crime bosses. The phrases that buzz around 

the killings are ―tatooed‖ onto the walls or embroidered in gold thread over the blood-soaked fabrics, 

setting up a friction between luxury, greed and the peculiar moral code supposedly ratified by every 

assassination. In sum, this body of work uses the artistic space to reveal the complex economy of 

abjection and desire that bubbles along quietly, like a murder without end. If Margolles has turned 

herself into a flâneur, the chronicler and philosopher of the new necropoli of the outskirts, it’s 

because we needed to look squarely at the intimate relations that actually exist between the universal 

triumph of capitalism-cum-electoral democracy, and the laissez-faire of violence. 

 

v. A crisis of over-execution 

The different values assigned to different lives, which make it possible for a society to shrug off the 

mutual slaughter of the ―dispensable classes‖, is nevertheless reaching a saturation point that 

increasingly obscures the distinction between innocent and guilty victims. The relative normality that 

once allowed drug tycoons and their staff to mingle freely with the local elites, ceases to apply as soon 

as the ―war‖ ceases to discern between combatants and spectators. In cases of a reckless overflow of 

violence such as we are witnessing in Mexico, the so-called war on drugs morphs into a kind of ―total 

war‖ which ignores conventional curbs such as respect for the adversary’s family, restraint towards 

people who have no involvement with the narco-underworld, or relative deference to authority figures.  



 Media reports and citizen protest, faced with the magnitude of the carnage, no longer revolve as 

before around who did, or did not, deserve everything he got due to the company he kept. Not only 

does the rise in the number of slayings appear to place the very stability of the Republic in jeopardy; 

it actually defies understanding, it has become inconceivable. The production of corpses is on such a 

scale that the warehouses of good and evil can no longer contain them. The argument of individual 

responsibility is just one more casualty of the frenzied ―bullet-fest‖ that is overrunning countries like 

Mexico.  

  

vi. From ―all that’s left‖ to what does not appear 

Margolles places us in a tough, tense, intractable negotiation both intellectually and emotionally. The 

referent of violence does not provide us with any context, since it features on a quasi-dematerialized 

level. The phenomenon to which it alludes cannot be articulated as metalanguage, nor is it figuratively 

lodged in any object. Its bringing-across devolves into a series of situations marked by an unmediated 

short-circuit between filth and gold, blood and money, palatial decadence and impoverished suburb. 

It’s clearly a machine, but less clear is what it produces. We might venture to say that this machine 

squeezes, from ―all that’s left‖, an ―appears‖.  

 Only by means of an immanent development of the devices through which contemporary artists lay 

claim to a field of practice, can a particular level of esthetic autonomy continue to obtain in 

contemporary art. This is true even (or perhaps especially) when the chief medium of poetic 

production relies on a combination of capture and intervention of reality. More precisely, the friction 

set up by the contemporary artwork between the social fragments or episodes which it absorbs and 

adapts, and its finality, which is to parasite on, or intervene in, spaces, social circuits, collective 

affects and public discourses, negotiates a role which is anything but to represent: because the 

esthetic operations have shed their inert or ideal condition as non-things, and the image they offer of 

―reality‖ can never now be stabilized as a piece of conscious data. In all the confusion between 

criticism and affirmation, this non-production/non-consumption has nothing to display: its goal is to 

perturb epistemologies and practices. This is a political undertaking, to the extent that it refuses to 

have any truck with the amazing efficiency of the art world at grinding concern with history down into 



curatorial pabulum. Here at least is an operation that refuses, tooth and nail, to offer up a violence 

tamed. 

 Following this path, it is no less imperative to discard the notion of the artistic artefact as a self-

sufficient whole, guaranteed by being distanced. Indeed it would be a let-down, surely, were vestiges 

and fragments susceptible to being treated as a coherent whole, however crumbling this entity might 

be inside. The register of the residual is incompatible with notions of medium and technique. At any 

rate, the gesture which until recently ruled that the artwork was a product of its abstract, negative 

differentiation from the functional or reified object can no longer be made, since the dissonance can 

scarcely any more be heard due to the cacophony of the so-called art world. The residual can be 

brought to bear only as the input into a machine that churns out more residue. This is the figure of a 

process, a fluid, that is impossible to collect. It can certainly be felt, on the other hand; it smears us all 

over. Leaving us with trash under the skin.  

 And yet, this way of sweeping through what has been swept, just to stir it all up, allows us to air a 

provisional epistemology. Its interaction with collectivities and institutions unleashes a friction in which 

the text, rather than postulate a ―context‖, introduces it partially or in localized fashion into its own 

texture. But this altered reality is by no means generalizable. Like all sweeping, it’s a task that is never 

done. It gathers, it disperses, but does not sediment anything. It mixes up social knowledges, absorbs 

them, scatters them, and returns them to dust. If there is a writing that could accompany this 

experience, it too would have to be a blend of glimmers and dirt, facts and weeping, interjections and 

aphorisms. Margolles’s machine exists in the form of an unclean intelligence. The ―almost nothing‖ 

that is ―all that’s left‖ many not even be capable of being perceived as a ―work of art‖. No matter: what 

matters is that the artefact should at least agitate that phantom. Likewise, its value as a clue or 

symptom is minimal. Violence brought across into art only indicates that out there, the violence goes 

on.  

 An intervention like that which Margolles is effecting in Venice must have as a corollary the creation 

of huge insatisfaction. It’s obviously not about to work as a showcase or proxy for the Mexican foreign 

service, tourism ministry or cultural bureaucracy. But nor will it gratify the receiver with the slightest 

sense of understanding either its raw material or its referent, in benefit of acquiring some global 



knowledge. The bringing-across of the thing, of death, must not sediment the least gain in terms of 

justice, truth or safety. 

 As anyone knows who has lived in a city besieged by a pandemic, what pokes up, what appears 

behind the ―it’s nothing‖, is a materialist spectrality. Here, the unclean cannot be sublimated: it is 

administered, yes, in dilute enough form to preserve it from disgust. But the dose has to be sufficiently 

concentrated to make us uneasy about its microscopic virulence.  

 

vii. The atrophy and hypertrophy of sovereignty 

Beneath the bland unreality of the statistics and the battle to contain their symbolic effect, a relentless 

drama unfolds, which, like all power struggles, plays itself out on the farthest limit of bodies and 

feelings. The violence between the cartels, as we call them, and the organizations of the state is 

discharged in games of perception, affiliation and language, but its ultimate implementation is upon 

the lives of concrete individuals: their skin, their organs, their illusions, their fears, their privacy and 

their integrity. What was once a person, possessing a full range of potentials, flaws, neuroses and 

lights, becomes reduced to a formless, infectious mass. As we can see from the grisly pictures 

splashed over the crime tabloids, and equally in the scenes broadcast like war trophies by 

contemporary armies of occupation, death by execution has the peculiar trait of not being spiritualized. 

Unlike those who die from ―natural causes‖, the murdered gangster finds his memory overlaid by the 

fearsome image of his remains.  

 Beyond confirming that ―criminal violence‖ is to blame for the outlawing of drug circulation and 

consumption,24 a further element stands out in the Mexican case: the way in which for some years 

now, the battles for control over the black market have increased not only in number but in 

theatricality. An execution has to play its part in the growing induction of terror, which implies wide 

publicization of tortures when alive and dismemberment when dead; that is, the constant exercise of 

what the media like to call ―a luxury of violence‖. What is intolerable is to see that faced with the 

withdrawal, delay or failure of the state’s ―monopoly on legitimate violence‖, there is no 

diversification of the ―legitimate violences‖ represented by rebellions. Instead we have  the 

proliferation, theatricalization and inexorable progression of a violence that is spectacular and 



without measure. In particular, the fever of beheadings25 suggests that in northern Mexico, the 

scarecrow of a sacrificial sovereignty has emerged: the search for affiliation, the stupefied fascination 

with a kind of pre-modern power that imposes itself by making ―everyone aware, through the body of 

the criminal, of the unrestrained presence of the sovereign‖.26 We cannot, therefore, but detect a close 

relationship between the atrophy of a democracy helpless to implant itself by the force of its measured 

violence,27 and the hypertrophy of the sovereignty of a sacrificial practice that does not aspire to 

political hegemony: it merely seeks to tighten control over this necessarily fluctuating commerce, 

whose illegality turns it into an particularly deregulated branch of contemporary capitalism.  

 Indeed, the violence raging over many parts of the world has no organizational potential, and thus 

cannot project itself as the foundation of a possible order to come.28 It appears as a hypertrophied 

sovereignty, because in its massive outflow of transgression and its rehabilitation of the sacrificial 

economy, it turns out to be the mirror of today’s labor market. After all, what the police refer to as 

―organized crime‖ works exactly like a maquiladora, or assembly plant. The assassin only resorts to 

extreme measures in order to avoid being the next casualty. Such was the argument of a beheader 

interviewed by Sergio González Rodríguez, explaining that his principal task was to please the boss: 

 

At the time, I think: I don’t want it to be me. But this guy was asking for it, and I don’t even know his 

name. Just hope I do it right so they can see I did what I was told, and don’t kick me out of a job. 

[…] After that I’m at home by myself, waiting for the boss to phone and say what he thought of my 

hit.29 

 

The viscous, spectacular dying that inundates our fields and streets is an image of unemployment. The 

only difference is that the sackings are accomplished with a sharp chop from a machete.  

 A hundred years after America’s imposition of total prohibition based on the Puritan assumption that 

―drugs can destroy the soul‖,30 what Richard Nixon called the ―drug war‖ has proved to be the most 

ineffectual campaign in history. Its sole achievement has been the encouragement of an ever larger 

market for ever cheaper ―illegal substances‖ – and, of course, a towering mountain of corpses. It is not 

even true that the violence occurs mostly in the South: some estimates claim the number of homicides 



connected with illicit drugs in the United States to be around 10,000.31 The fact that the countries most 

affected by drug-war violence (the US, Colombia and Mexico) are still the loudest advocates of 

prohibitionist orthodoxy in all the international forums, ranged against Western governments which are 

increasingly tempted by the heresy of ―harm reduction‖ policies as an alternative to the rigid ―Just Say 

No‖,32 provides an excellent illustration of how ideologies articulate themselves around the 

compulsion to repeat. As Luis Astorga has pointed out, this obstinacy in ―prolonging a policy of 

failure that compounds the problem, and insisting that nothing else will do‖ sums up the fundamental 

tautology of the war on drugs: ―the real goal of this alleged war seems to be its own perpetuation‖.33  

 Just like the ―war on terror‖, the exclusion of migrants, the management of pandemics, and even the 

fight to stop global warming, the war on drugs is a model for perpetual war. Rather than the dynamic 

whereby states located their foundation in an act of originary violence, we are drifting into a 

normalized management of conflict, designed to secure the immortality of democratic capitalism by 

means of everlasting wars without truces or victories. The scandal of the social body must not let us 

glimpse the torrent of violence beneath the asepsis of distancing. It is more appropriate in this 

situation to delve more deeply into shock, to dirty our hands with pain and grief, aspiring without 

knowing how to found a politics of discomfort. Otherwise, we run the risk of submitting to a new order, 

founded on fear and the infinite crusade. 

 

viii. A theory of scandal 

The experiences which Margolles confabulates and releases cannot be absorbed without anguish. If 

there is something of witchcraft in this material hubbling and bubbling, it has to do with the artist’s 

ability to summon up all sorts of unspecified terrors. Margolles’s procedures lure her audience into a 

house of phantoms. A space which, as Freud said about the uncanny – unheimlich – is at once 

familiar and estranged, intimate and alien, modest and obscene. The pavilion is a place where we 

must relate ―to death and dead bodies, to the return of the dead, and to spirits and ghosts‖, always 

fearful that ―that the dead man becomes the enemy of his survivor and seeks to carry him off‖.34 This 

is why, to the spectators as much as to the organizers, the pavilion sometimes feels like a vector of 

contagion. The matter which is the work and yet is not a work, by the process of washing/polluting the 



pavilion floor, invades us as we walk upon it; summoning the dead to follow the dead.  

 This spectral operation (appearance and summons to appear) has taken possession even of the 

rhetorical question that serves as the title of this intervention. ―What Else Could We Talk About?‖ is, 

of course, the retort to a reprimand. The sentence encloses a visceral reaction to the expectation of 

the Mexican elites that for the sake of the national image, or to safeguard the illusions of tourism, we 

should maintain a contrite silence about the indiscretion of a society bent on slaughter in such a 

noisy, immoderate and public fashion. They wish. In reality, the only thing liable to silence the 

obligation to do and to speak about the present catastrophe, will be the next one. The worst of 

experiencing history as a serial compulsion to disaster is that all too soon, there will be something 

else to talk about: the next massacre, the future failed revolution, a fresh cycle of economic 

collapse, the renewed disappointment of democracy, environmental cataclysms galore, another 

looming pandemic. Just as the mounting deaths resulting from the drugs battles was all that could 

smother the outcry over the hundreds of women murdered in places like Ciudad Juárez, so the only 

way to break the spell of the beheadings in the north of the country was for Mexico City to become 

the source of infection of a new strain of global influenza, as happened in April and May 2009.  

 Staggering from crisis to crisis; living from one scandal to the next. But no dialogue is being mooted 

here. The curator would simply like to share his delight in the fact that the word ―scandal‖ derives from 

the Greek skandalon, meaning ―stumbling-block‖.35  

 As we shall soon see… 

 

From a ghost-town called Mexico City, 2009. 
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