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Cuauhtémoc Medina
South, South, South, South...

Routes. Routes. Routes.  

Routes. Routes. Routes. Routes  (…)

Only what isn’t mine interests me.

Oswald de Andrade,  

Anthropophagous Manifesto (1928)1

I dream of the South

Immense moon, reversed sky.

I search for the South,

the open time, and its thereafter.

Fernando E. Solanas and Astor  

Piazzolla, Vuelvo al Sur (1988)2

One goes to Patagonia but 

one can also escape to Patagonia.

Roberto Bolaño, “El último lugar  

del mapa” (2001)3
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12 Globalization is not simply the annexation to northern culture of all 
that is heterogeneous. To say the least, this is an unsettled matter, defined 
by multiple fractures and battles. Without denying the enormous in-
equalities of power that define the operation of cultural production in the 
beginning of this century, it is true that the South has acquired a new crit-
ical and productive importance in the fabric of global imagination. This is 
shown not only in the wider geography of cultural activity, but also in the 
superpositions, tensions and currents of thought, ghosts and shadows 
that inhabit the South. The ‘hegemony of the Eurocronology’ – as Arjun 
Appadurai would say – has been seriously disturbed by a ‘complex trans-
national construction of imaginary landscapes’4. Or, as Gerardo Mosquera 
may suggest: ‘ Western meta-culture (…) has become a paradoxical way of 
affirming difference (…)’ 5.
 Without totally losing its magnetism, the North has started to lose 
its bearings. This doesn’t necessarily mean the realization of Joaquín 
Torres García’s utopia of inverting the map (1943), even if recently 
the map with the South upwards has become compulsory in schools 
in Chile6. No: it would be arbitrary to state ‘our north is the south’. 
Nonetheless, we all return to and dream of the South. The compass has 
changed, because for contemporary culture a single map is not enough. 
Some navigation charts (those marked by ‘desire’s obstinacy’7) point in 
every direction to the Antarctica. 
A new South is germinating, promoted by an intensified range of interac-
tions between cities, regions and genealogies that in the past revolved 
between the ghost of dependence and the delusion of radical difference. A 
chain of energy concentrations in places like Cali, Lima or Sydney is being 
produced and by constructing complex networks, they create institutions, 
markets and intellectual circles whose aim is to differentiate themselves 
from Euro-American operations. Never have the artists of South America, 
Africa and Oceania had a similar opportunity of deployment. The South 
is not a region: it is a slogan of invention, deviation and resistance. It is 
not only a synonym of the misery, brutality and perpetual crises of the 
subequatorial hemisphere, where the intellectual still has the ‘function of 
mediating between the peasants and the administration’8, the main space 
of exclusion of neocapitalism that is continuously overtaken by the rebel-
lions that remind that ‘the South also exists’9. It is also the de-territorial-
ized geography of a continuous surfacing of differences and desires that 
can’t be subsumed. The ‘multiple people’ of mutants and potentialities 
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incarnated in ‘social facts, literary facts, musical facts’ that Félix Guattari 
and Suely Rolnik called a ‘molecular revolution’ takes place in the south at 
the same time as misery’s landscape10. 
 The South as a sign of ‘the little crack, the imperceptible ruptures 
which come from the South’ that for Gilles Deleuze are, always, ‘line of 
slope or flight’ that, unlike “big ruptures”, are non-negotiable. 11 
 Precisely, the “morally [and] spiritually indefeasible” Europe12 of 
colonialism denounced by Aimé Cesaire is no longer the referent for the 
notion of culture, even and in spite of the fact that the north is still the 
main supervisor and administrator of academic and aesthetic discourses. 
Metropolitan institutions of art (museums, publishing houses, biennales, 
the Documenta, collections and universities) that still control the main 
discourse of occidental art now need to introduce in some way or another 
southern periods, authors, works and even subversive moments to re-
construct their hegemony. The audiences that encounter contemporary 
art through the networks of globalized culture can no longer avoid the 
perturbation of their discourses by narratives and concepts that were once 
marginalized by the arrogance of the modernism of the North Atlantic. 
But at the same time postcolonial identities are more and more, as Jean 
Fisher has noticed, against the production of ethnic identities and in favor 
of the syncretism, transaction and contamination as excessive means in 
the  production of difference.13 
 These changes, even if they may appear small, coy and superficial, are 
not the product of a generous concession. They are the results of a cultural 
counter-offensive that, especially in the instable field of contemporary art, 
since the end of the 1980 has been questioning the geographical division 
of the prestige and circulation of cultural references. The time has come 
to assess that collective enterprise. After two decades of the irruption of 
peripheral art and after the geographical and historical re-composition of 
the discourse of modern and contemporary art history, what new centrif-
ugal forces emerge in culture under the Equator line? What promises are 
given by the task of re-stating the cultural genealogies of the south: the 
memory of dictatorship as well as the possible tropicalization of concep-
tualism? What new fissures are opened in the illusion of absolute prox-
imity from the point of view of what is still at distance? Can the global or 
local artistic practice still bear a relation with the decolonization project?
 Of course, these are not only questions: they are routes into a map 
revealed by the imperative of affection. From the space of symbolic 



14 ambiguity that is Mexico, a sort of ‘south in the north’, this colloquium 
thinks about a ‘return to the South’ that can be no longer performed from 
the security of a binary ‘aesthetic of resistance’. It is no longer possible to 
see the south as a region where intellectuals and artists can find societ-
ies and forces really heterogeneous. On the contrary, it can be activated as 
the territory projected by the tasks and questions that should arise once 
the battles for inclusion and reformulation of the schemes of center and 
periphery – even if they were indispensable – become no longer radical 
imperatives but reforms more or less accomplished in the cultural system.
 Maybe ‘to return to the south’ is to see the necessity of a new car-
tography and agenda, about which we don’t know much, other than the 
guidance provided by course derived from the winds of our affects. With 
a certain harshness, we should accept the line of the film ‘Sur’ (1988) of 
Fernando E. Solanas: ‘if you don’t know what the South is, it is because 
you come from the North’13. There is no way to define what the South is or 
what will it become. What we can do is stop looking for the North. 
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I. The Other Today: Two Decades of Post-Colonial Emergence





Since 1992, when I was kindly invited to speak at Arte-Expo Guadalajara, 
I have found myself less preoccupied with art than with trying to make 
sense of current economic and socio-political realities. This has lead to 
some reflections on the limitations of postcolonial studies in relation 
to one of the paradoxes of globalisation: namely, the competing claims 
of the “local” and the “global”, in which the choices seem to be reduced 
to either ethno-nationalisms or “Americanised” neoliberal globalisa-
tion. Underlining this tension are some outstanding global issues of 
belonging and displacement. My perspective is best characterised by 
two maps: “Current Trends in Indian Land Ownership”, a detail from 
Jimmie Durham’s critical parody of ethnographic museums, On Loan from 
the Museum of the American Indian of 1985; and the “four-stage” map of 
Palestine, 1946 to 2000, where the “Middle East” has re-emerged as the 
North’s troublesome “South”. Both maps allude to the ambivalent status 
of “minority nations” under settler rule; both result from the long trajec-
tory of globalisation.1 

It has frequently been pointed out that postcolonial debates produced 
a radical paradigm shift in the way we understand culture, cultural and 
national identity and citizenship. However, these primarily culturalist 
debates, although still relevant, have been complicated by the new form 
of globalisation as its more catastrophic effects have become apparent. 

Jean Fisher 
Neither North Nor South

Left: Jimmie Durham, Current Trends in Indian Land Ownership, 1985



20 For historical and geopolitical reasons, many of these effects were experi-
enced in the more vulnerable South long before the North acknowledged 
them. And likewise, Southern intellectual and political responses have 
preceded those of the North. But the crises of global interdependence, 
especially justice, security, the degraded ecosphere and now the financial 
sphere affect us all irrespective of cultural differences or North-South di-
vides. Interdependence poses a challenge to the authority of state fiscal, 
juridical, political and social boundaries – boundaries that have already 
been transgressed as global communications systems have extended local 
networks into transnational affiliations. Interdependence raises again the 
concept of “cosmopolitanism” as a possible way of situating emergent 
forms of social and artistic practice. 

My paper presents a crude sketch of postcolonialism and globalisation 
as conditions for re-thinking “cosmopolitanism”. But since ecological 
sustainability needs to be factored into any sociopolitical equation, and 
“local” is too generalised to convey this, it seems logical to introduce an 
“indigenous” perspective, which traditionally includes the ecosphere as 
a participating subject. To call this “indigenous cosmopolitanism” may 
seem awkward and paradoxical; in any case, it is a contradiction in terms 
only if “indigenous” is interpreted as a fixed cultural space, which is the 
opposite of what is intended here. It is also not my intention to equate 
“indigeneity” with “ethnicity”, but with a political constituency that tries 
to accommodate “global” effects to “local” situations: a “situatedness” 
within a cosmopolitan understanding. I am, therefore, bringing the work 
of indigenous American artists into the conversation precisely because 
this constituency has a long history of negotiating the contradictions of 
“tradition” and “modernity” introduced by the encounter between a pre-
conquest continental cosmopolitanism and the earlier phase of European 
globalisation. 

The Postcolonial
In the North, the privileged perspective of postcolonial studies has been 
the metropolitan diaspora from the former imperial colonies. But in 
seeming to promote recognition of difference over commonality, postcolo-
nialism opened the door to institutional interpretations of multicultural-
ism in which, in the UK, culture and ethnic identity became subject to 
“corporate” branding, and cultural difference became a scapegoat for the 
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21breakdown in social cohesion largely produced by neoliberal political 
policies. While paying lip service to the national belonging of minority 
ethnicities through token inclusion (now re-phrased as the more ano-
dyne “cultural diversity”), institutions have relinquished neither their 
authority nor the old idea of culture (and identity) as a fixed property, 
rather than as an interactive, transforming process, thereby weakening 
political solidarity and reinforcing segregation. One consequence has 
been the rise of identifications with extreme positions of difference, nota-
bly amongst disaffected Islamic youth. In multi-ethnic, multi-faith societ-
ies with trans-national affiliations, the nation-state can no longer sustain 
its myth of unified spatiotemporality; but, as Tariq Madood says, it has 
yet to re-imagine nationality and national identity in a multicultural way. 
A multicultural society cannot be stable without developing a common 
sense of belonging among all its citizens, based not on ethnicity but on 
the political reciprocity between state and citizen.2

Given the voluntary immigrant’s ontological relation to the nation-
state, particularly its non-investment in and entitlement to the land as 
such, the diaspora perspective hasn’t entirely encompassed the ongoing 
anti-colonial struggles for territorial and cultural sovereignty by indig-
enous peoples inside settler regimes; or the plight of landless refugees, 
deprived of belonging and citizenship, whose language remains integral 
to place – real, remembered or imagined, but never forgotten. As the late 
Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish poignantly wrote, “Where shall we 
go after the last frontiers? Where should the birds fly after the last sky?” 
One such reminder of the political dimension of dispossession was pre-
sented to visitors to the Giardini grounds of the 2003 Venice Biennale. 
Here they encountered Stateless Nation, a freestanding structure by 
Sandi Hilal and Alessandro Petti representing the passport issued by the 
Palestinian Authority. This functions as no more than an ID card to re-
strict Palestinians’ movements in, out and across Israel and the Occupied 
Territories, the latter bearing more than a passing resemblance to Indian 
reservations. Hilal and Petti are architects resident in the West Bank and 
members of the interdisciplinary collective Multiplicity, whose focus is 
the Mediterranean Sea. Among their recent projects (with Eyal Weizman) 
is Future Archaeology, a plan to decolonise space and built structures if and 
when Israelis evacuate illegal settlements.3 Among the more devastating 
aspects of the Palestinian catastrophe is the failure of the international 
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22 political community to implement either its human rights legislation or 
a just political solution. And in the absence of an unbiased mainstream 
press capable of mobilising public opinion, the work of a few outspo-
ken academics and artists remains the primary means by which the 
Palestinian national narrative gains any international visibility. 

Globalisation
The effects of globalisation have penetrated everyone’s lives, but this does 
not lead to a utopia of universal franchise and material comfort. In speak-
ing of globalisation we have to ask, for whom? Globalisation has been 
a technocratic sophistication of the economic and political relations of 
power developed under empire: the draining of resources, information 
and intellectual capital from peripheries to hegemonic centres, with the 
difference that the “centre” is less the nation-state than the impenetrable 
sites of supranational corporatism. In so far as these sites have until now 
operated from the North, the South has remained economically hos-
tage to them. As critics have pointed out, globalisation is a network of 
regulations of technology, communications, informational and security 
systems designed to protect and manage the free flow of capital, overrid-
ing prior state functions. The trajectories of the so-called borderless art 
market alongside the commodification of art are perfectly consistent with 
this network of power, as commentators from the South like Gerardo 
Mosquera have pointed out.4 Notably, the North has reserved the right to 
human movement while imposing limitations on the South’s ability to 
travel, the justifications being fear of illegal immigration or, more recently, 
“terrorist” infiltration. But while many of us are now connected through 
global communications networks, or have the luxury of escaping into 
Second Life, the world’s poor are disconnected, excluded, and increasingly 
described – following Subcomandante Marcos – as “disposable people”, 
without rights to belong to future humanity. That is, with globalisation 
we have witnessed an intensification of the dehumanising practices of 
colonialism, slavery and state violence against the unprotected.

According to political economists, much of this situation is attributable 
to neoliberal capitalist (interpretations of) democracy, an ideology that 
has dominated the political landscape for 30 years. It has overseen the 
dismantling and privatisation of state functions and public services – in-
cluding art sponsorship; the loss of labour rights and the de-politicisation 
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23of society, reversing decades of social progress and ethical restraints; and 
the shrinking of the state’s role to policing. Neoliberalism claims there 
is no alternative: anti-market means anti-democratic, hence we have no 
language to imagine another future. However, the political philosopher 
Chantal Mouffe argues that the neoliberal belief that – barring a few 
glitches (and pace postmodernism’s “deterritorialisation”) – we have 
reached a global consensus in which partisan identities and affiliations 
are now “outdated and redundant”, is fatally misguided, because “the 
need for collective identifications constitutes the mode of existence of 
human beings.” However, without the development of an “agonistic” 
politics of openly acknowledging and negotiating differing political 
identities, conflicts inevitably erupt into violence.5 From the economic 
perspective of the South, Emir Sader proposes that the real polarisation 
is not between the state and the social, but between the social and the 
market sphere.6 We have seen this reflected in the art world, polarised be-
tween art as market commodity (exemplified by the narcissism of Damien 
Hirst, Tracey Emin and New Labour’s “Cool Britannia” branding) and 
non-commodifiable practices that engage with alternative networks and 
local-global alliances. There remains therefore the need to re-politicise 
“collective identifications”.

The global market economy may be fatally interconnected but it is not 
equal; it is a system whereby a few powerful states and corporations, sup-
ported by the World Bank, the World Trade Organisation and the IMF, 
dominate national economies. To be eligible for loans from the World 
Bank, countries have had to comply with Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPS), which insist on the privatisation of land, a curb in social spending 
and emphasis on export rather than domestic production, all of which 
dismantle social infrastructures. The South has been a major casualty 
of this policy. As I understand it, among the SAPS conditions for Mexico 
joining NAFTA was the removal of Article 27 Section VII of the 1917 
Constitution, which had guaranteed rights of communal land (ejidos). 
If this is so, then the Zapatista objection to NAFTA, based in arguments 
that combined Mayan beliefs with socialism, was among the first anti-
neoliberal movements. However, if, as Sader points out,7 Latin American 
countries were used as laboratories for testing the neoliberal economic 
model (Chile and Bolivia), they have also been amongst the first to reject 
it (Venezuela, Ecuador and Bolivia); whilst the Bolivarian Alternative for 
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24 the Americas (alba), Mercosur and Unisur suggest regional collaboration 
with more independence from the North.

Nonetheless, the Zapatista scenario illustrates how social movements 
also need effective political representation at a national level. It is the gap 
between social realities and political representation that some artists have 
sought to occupy. For instance, Regina José Galindo’s work targets abuses 
of power. America’s Family Prison, 2008, was an installation and perfor-
mance that included her family. The structure is a portable jail cell, capa-
ble of incarcerating entire families, and refers to the growth of the private 
prison industry since the intensification of immigration and anti-terror 
legislation. Galindo is best known for her performance in Guatamala City, 
¿Quien puede borrar las huellas? (Who can remove the traces?), 2003, in which 
she walked from the Constitutional Court to the National Palace leaving a 
trail of footprints of human blood to protest the dictator Montt’s bloody 
regime. 

A similar theme is taken up by Minerva Cuevas, whose work has sought 
to unmask the social iniquities of the capitalist system concealed behind 
corporate advertising through various interventionary tactics. The “Del 
Montte puree criminal” campaign in 2003 consisted of canned food la-
bels, street murals and gallery installations that parasitized the logo of 
the Del Monte fruit and juice agribusiness. Cuevas drew historical links 
between Del Monte’s monopoly, especially in Guatemala, US economic 
interests, the CIA, and Montt’s regime, all of which colluded in the sys-
tematic murder and land dispossession of the Mayan people. 

The Indigenous and the Cosmopolitan
What interests me about Southern political or attitudinal shifts is the 
extent to which they involve indigenous-popular social movements. 
The South and the North share one unpalatable fact: the repression of 
indigenous peoples, who politically occupy neither North nor South. 
National settler societies constitute the indigenous as the “outside” whilst 
disavowing its centrality to the settler imaginary. Too often this has led 
to an “aboriginalisation” of settler society while continuing the destruc-
tion of indigenous lives. This includes classifying the indigenous as one 
“ethnic minority” amongst many (in the North), as “campesinos” (in the 
South), or as generic “Israeli Arabs” rather than Palestinians (in Israel), 
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25thereby depriving them of the juridical right to land, language, and cul-
tural sovereignty according to the United Nations’ ruling on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. As Jimmie Durham once pithily put it: “One night by 
the camp fire the Lone Ranger ate Tonto”. 

However, despite widespread annihilation, the survival of indigenous 
cultures is testimony to the co-existence between human collective needs 
and the ecosphere that expands the cosmopolitan debate. We know that 
pre-conquest America developed a sophisticated agricultural system 
without creating ecological imbalances. Much indigenous knowledge 
was forced into obscurity, not only by exploitative European technolo-
gies, but also by a wilful misreading of native pragmatics as “primitive” 
or “mystical” to justify dispossession. Belatedly, indigenous knowledge 
of agriculture and medicine is now a subject of research by international 
agriculturalists and pharmaceutical companies (although this does not 
guarantee indigenous intellectual rights).8 Likewise, we might link these 
ecological concerns to the philosophical bases of political constituencies 
capable of adapting and incorporating the foreign without relinquishing 
their core beliefs. 

Neoliberalism is an obstacle to tackling climate change: it treats human 
rights with contempt, promotes over-consumption, produces unmanage-
able waste, and disregards the cost to the future. Interdependency now de-
mands global cooperation in economic and socio-political relations that 
include the ecosphere. Whilst urbanist postcolonial studies have not at-
tended to ecology, they have led to a re-examination of cosmopolitanism 
as the antithesis of neoliberal (Americanised) globalisation and ethno-na-
tionalism. Here, cosmopolitanism does not mean “élite life-style choices”, 
or “globalism without attachments”. Kwame Anthony Appiah called it an 
“adventure and ideal”, defining it as “respect for difference with a respect 
for actual human beings”;9 meaning, a universalising of shared human 
values, needs and security, but not an homogenisation of ways of life, the 
latter being among the drives of neoliberal democracy. In Ulrich Beck’s 
terms, cosmopolitanism is a practice of social actors that strives towards 
enabling everyone to make a contribution to world culture in their own 
language and symbols.10 However, we cannot yet envision cosmopolitan-
ism as a substitute for the nation-state; on the contrary, as Seyla Benhabib 
notes, if there is a trend towards transcendence of the state it is more in 
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26 the direction of privatisation and corporatisation of sovereignty, further 
endangering democracy and popular sovereignty.11 The “ideal” aspect 
is that, while we need the state to protect citizens’ rights, we also need 
enforceable international restraints on state violations, which are clearly 
not in place. Thus the philosophical dream of a global civil society and 
solidarity across borders is as yet beyond our grasp. Nonetheless, there are 
elements within the cosmopolitan debate that note a pragmatic, “bottom-
up” form of globalisation, within which one might include various inter-
national artistic collectives and alliances as well as indigenous practices. 

In contrast to neoliberalism, the indigenous maps the world through a 
cosmological perspective. As an illustration of how a cosmological under-
standing of the world opens onto a cosmopolitan consciousness with-
out necessarily physically leaving one’s place, I offer this story. In 1990 
the BBC broadcast a documentary that had been made at the request of 
the Kogi people, who, since the late 1600s, had barricaded themselves 
in the high sierra of coastal Colombia against further encroachment by 
Europeans. The message the Kogi wanted to deliver to the world was that 
its actions were destroying the planet, a conclusion they had reached by 
contemplating the effects of the receding glaciers on their tundra, and 
hence on the entire water ecology of the sierra. That is, the Kogi recognised 
global warming a decade before northern politicians would believe their 
own scientists. Pragmatically, the issue was how to maintain local inde-
pendence whilst accommodating the reality of global interdependence.

“The spindle is the axis of the world and to weave is to think” is a Kogi 
saying quoted by artist, poet and political activist Cecilia Vicuña, who em-
ploys Mapuche weaving traditions as a metaphor for the interrelation of 
land, people and language, which establishes belonging without reduc-
tion to the biologism of “ethnicity”. Quipu refers to the knotted strings in 
Quechua: a form of script used in storytelling, poetry, accounting and the 
maintenance of communal rights and responsibilities. El Quipu menstrual, 
or Blood of the Glaciers, was a performance and installation that, echoing 
the Kogi, drew attention to the threat posed to the ecology and life of the 
Chilean cordilleras by the projected sale of the glaciers to mining corpora-
tions. That is, Mapuche traditions were activated towards forestalling a 
common threat. 
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27Indigenous cosmology, like ecology, understands the world as a play of 
interdependent forces. This includes self and other, not as independent, 
self-generating entities, but as mutually constituted and answerable, 
which ideally works through social practices of participation, solidarity, 
distribution of wealth and waste limitation, where the ecosphere is the 
central subject. It pursues a contrapuntal spatiotemporality based in the 
dynamics of continuity and change, in which the new is enfolded where 
possible into the cosmological schema. As such, it has followed a trans-
gressive rather than progressive modernity. The Navajo contemporary art 
historian Shanna Ketchum identifies this perspective as a key element in 
distinguishing what she calls “resistant Native American Cosmopolitan 
Modernism/s” from the western art canon.13 Ketchum’s primary example 
is Edgar Heap of Birds, who is best known in the art world for enam-
elled street signs that draw attention to the often overlooked historical 
and political resonances of place. Selected to represent the Smithsonian 
Museum of the American Indian at the 2007 Venice Biennale, Heap of 
Birds presented a series of signs in different locations in the city that drew 
attention to the presence of Native Americans in Europe, undermining 
the perception that “Indians” exist outside a cosmopolitan history. The 
artist, who was a participant in the New York collective Group Material 
during the 1980s and early 90s, traverses a plurality of positions – na-
tive, academia and the international art world – but infuses them with a 
Cheyenne world-understanding. 
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28 The same spirit of independence with interdependence underpins Mohawk 
artist Alan Michelson’s panoramic video installation, Two Row 11, 2005. 
The work refers to the agreement in 1613 between the Iroquoians and 
Dutch settlers, sealed by a wampum belt. Two bands of purple beads 
represented the two cultures, while a middle band of white beads rep-
resented cultural integrity with peaceful coexistence. Michelson’s video 
presents two riverbanks moving in opposite directions, with voiceovers 
by an American tour guide and Iroquoian elders relating two histories of 
the river. Twilight: Indian Point, 2003, is a video projected in a gold frame, 
mimicking the Romantic landscape genre. The fixed camera records half 
an hour of activities on a river during sunset: a flock of birds flies across 
the water; a canoe silently glides by; but after a while, the apparent idyllic 
scene is interrupted by a passing train and you realise that the view across 
the river is of a nuclear power station. As with many Native American con-
temporary artists, Heap of Birds and Michelson address issues of mutual 
global concern but articulated through place as a social, linguistic, eco-
nomic and ecological reality.

It is misleading to apply postcolonial “hybridity” to the work of these 
contemporary artists: they are not in some unanchored, oscillating “in-
between”, a concept that Stuart Hall dismissed on the grounds that one 
needed to “take a position” in order to acquire political agency. Their 
tactics are closer to Gramsci’s agonistic “war of position”, where expedi-
ent alliances are made with antagonists, but without fundamentally re-
linquishing one’s own position. Their methodologies echo what Gerardo 
Mosquera describes – in his various discussions of the “local” and the 
“global” – as the “re-signification” of internationalised artistic languages 
through local values and symbolic systems, which reflect historical, 
economic and political realities rather than the “ethnic” essentialism im-
posed by the West.14 

For the indigenous subject filiated to ancestral community, the nation-
state is not the transcendental entity that, in Terry Eagleton’s words, “in-
carnates culture” for the national subject.15 At the same time, the principle 
of accommodating stark realities, however paradoxical, underlines the 
indigenous subject’s relation to the state. That is, “indigenous cosmopoli-
tanism” is not antagonistic to the nation-state, but to state repression in 
its pursuit of destructive modernisation. An exemplary case of indigenous 
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29constructive use of a cosmopolitan vision directed towards local empow-
erment is the work of Calpulli Tecalco from Atocpan (meaning, “where 
the waters come together”) in Milpa Alta, which is not a “community 
project”, but a research project. Calpulli Tecalco is a local ngo comprising 
an interdisciplinary collaboration generated by professionals among the 
Nahua community, attracting experts in agricultural biology, archaeology, 
linguistics, law, architecture and art. The group’s aim is to halt the social 
and environmental degradation of the region (which includes unregu-
lated waste dumping and urban encroachment on fallowed farmland, and 
illegal logging leading to soil dehydration) by reconciling appropriate 
technology with indigenous land-sensitive values and knowledge. Their 
educational activities include a revival of Nahuatl as an aid in deciphering 
the botanical, agricultural and medicinal knowledge encrypted in codices, 
ancestral stories and sculptural inscriptions, cataloguing the biodiver-
sity of the terrain, and Milpa Alta’s pre-conquest terracing technology.16 
Among the artist Fernando Palma’s contributions is the re-translation of 
Nahuatl iconography through aesthetic codes where linguistics alone pro-
duced only rudimentary, and sometimes erroneous meanings. 

In his artistic practice, rather than produce generalised abstractions, 
Palma draws on interdisciplinary research into actual situations to arrive 
at an arresting poetic metaphor. For instance, Tocihuapapalutzin (Our Lady 
Butterfly), 2005, is an installation comprising a field of Monarch butterflies 
cut out from soft drink cans and mounted on wires digitally connected to 
sensors, so that a quivering “Mexican wave” is set in motion by passing 
viewers. It is a model of the indigenous combination of recycled and new 
technology; of the effects of human actions on endangered habitats; and a 
metaphor for the solidarity of indigenous America.17 

These artists ask how art practice may set aside its own mythologies and 
self-interest to bring a cosmopolitan aesthetic knowledge to social and 
ecological realities. Two approaches to artistic activism are identified in 
this paper: one exposes fault lines in the socio-political system (exempli-
fied by the work of Galindo, Cuevas, Vicuña, and Hilal and Petti’s Stateless 
Nation); the second strives to intervene with solutions “on the ground” 
(exemplified by Hilal and Petti’s Future Archaeology project and Palma’s 
work with Calpulli Tecalco). 
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30 The latter approach is also the enterprise of the English artist Simon Read, 
who rejects the attitude to land inherited from Romantic aesthetics that 
continues to inform British conservation policies, for which the landscape 
is a picture to be contemplated not an inhabited place.18 Read is currently 
building a screen to minimize erosion of the salt marshes on the tidal 
River Deben – the feeding ground for young fish that spawn on the off-
shore banks of the North Sea, and therefore crucial to a complex coastal 
ecosystem.19 After making observational drawings of water currents, Read 
designed an “environmental installation” mixing synthetic and natural 
materials, including recycled Christmas trees, reviving a farmers’ prac-
tice that had fallen into disuse. Like Palma’s work with Calpulli Tecalco, 
Read’s research involves understanding the social and ecosystem as an 
integrated whole, and collaboration with environmental agencies, river 
and farming communities, biologists and engineers. 

In summary, I have two points to make. Firstly, the health of the South 
is crucial, ecologically speaking, to global wellbeing; and it possesses the 
intellectual expertise and more eco-friendly technology to fulfil this role, 
were it to be freer from the pressures of Northern neoliberalism. Pierre 
Bourdieu suggested that any viable politics that challenges neoliberalism 
must reconfigure the role of the state in limiting the excesses of capital 
and providing important social provisions.20 Part of these provisions is to 
strengthen those non-commodified social organisations where people 
feel most connected. Some, at least, of the political movements of the 
South suggest a move in this direction. 

Secondly, we need to imagine a socially and ecologically sustainable 
future beyond the crippling choice between American neoliberal globali-
sation and ethno-nationalism. The “indigenous” contribution to this 
debate, especially as expressed throughout the Americas, lies in the way it 
has worked through the traumas of modernisation from its own cosmo-
politan traditions towards a reconfigured cosmopolitan future grounded 
in sustainable local values. The demand, again, is for a nation-state more 
open to heterogeneous ways of life and less hostage to neoliberalism. If 
the neoliberal “universal” constitutes itself by negating heterogeneity, 
“indigenous cosmopolitanism” offers a practice of mediation between 
the particular and the universal, between independence and interdepen-
dence. Likewise, if art and artists have a role outside the narrow interests 
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31of the market sphere it is as mediators or vectors of a cosmopolitan vision 
capable of negotiating the aesthetic, the ethical and the political in the 
topologies of everyday life. 
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in them. The issue of how to improve international artistic agency, and on what 
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The Local as a Reactive Defense or Tactical Move 
What “inscription” value should be assigned to the “local” within a 
landscape of globalized signs that transcends boundaries? Within a land-
scape that has replaced reliable symbols of belonging with de-territorial-
ization’s ever-changing velocity?
 The local can be expressed as a reactive fear to the breakup of major 
narratives related to duration, stability and coherence that once protected 
identities and homogeneous traditions by means of national separa-
tions. The local—qua defensive response to the globalization menace that 
would erase all borders—thus becomes the nostalgic refuge for originary 
culture’s purity, and should be shielded from contamination by signs that 
have been sullied by traffic in globalized capitalism. Another way of un-
derstanding the local posits it as no longer the natural derivation of origin 
territoriality, but rather as a “situated difference”1: a difference whose 
tactical localization intervenes in the geographies of power (through in-
stitutions’ maps and urban circles that determine and manage the value 
of cultural diversity), thus displacing meaning between what globalizes 
(discourse chains assimilated be the world network) and what micro-
differentiates (the layers and stratifications within irregular zones and dif-
ferent languages).  
 Techniques of artistic and cultural intervention in Latin America be-
come local on the map of the global by rescuing historical/social textures 

Nelly Richard 
Peripheral Derivations Concerning the Interstitial 



36 within its specificity of context(s). But they should also pay attention 
to margins and borders; to the dovetailing that occurs in zones of con-
tact with the exterior, more than to the interior and its continues lines, 
in order that local cultural forces can be disseminated through surface 
abrasions and frictions rather than being substantiated by the identity 
or property of “being Latin American.” South could be that vector of 
intersection and decentralization that prevents a particular locality 
(continent, territory or region; field of study or institution) from fus-
ing in real terms with the unifying outlines of its place composition, 
even if such a place is named “periphery.” “South” is the in-between 
place that exhibits signs of its Latin American formation and histori-
cal/social membership, but at the same time generates ruptures so 
that the bifurcated and the deviant within its sub-local scenes can slip 
past deliberately integrationist discourses that establish a continent-
wide reference.

Hybridity and Cultural Traditions
Intercultural globalization uses hybridity as a code word to designate the 
mixing and recycling of fragments from cultures and identities in circula-
tion, translocalizing them via symbolic and communicative networks 
within the globalized economy. 
 The concepy of “hybridity”2 emerged to characterize the disjointed 
experience of a Latin America crisscrossed y processes of incrustation, su-
perimposition and disassembly  of materials that create friction between 
continental identity and belonging signifiers (autochthonous traditions 
and colonization memories) with a uprooting speed like those of met-
ropolitan transnational capitalism’s flows. The theoretical benefit of the 
“hybrid” concept principally lies in its de-substantiating effect, since its 
serves to open previous rigid binaries (modernity/tradition, cosmopoli-
tanism/regionalism, development/underdevelopment, first world/third 
world, etc.) to the fluidity of new systems of intercultural borrowing 
between fragmented and mobile identities. The hybridity concept insists, 
anti-essentially, that identities are the contingent result of articulatory 
practices that are undertaken and unmade through signifier transactions 
between discontinuous cultural repertories.  
 The relationship between globalization and hybridity is subject to 
the problematics of “cultural” translations. Cultural translation is a game 
of de-inscriptions and re-inscriptions of meaning that are transferred 
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37from one signifying chain to another, from one cultural matrix and iden-
tity to another via linguistic conversion processes. 
 The verticality of the North/South axis supposes the hierarchy of 
the center condemns the periphery to the mimetic effects of passive 
receptivity. Nevertheless, cultural translation processes always generate 
violent disconnections between, on the one hand, the hegemonic matrix 
for assigning meaning and on the other, the specific materiality of local 
contexts that rebel against univocality of its homogenizing capture in 
the language of metropolitan reference. These violent disconnections 
between the global and the local bear witness to the potential for rebel-
lion in situ that rejects the uniform conversion of its signifiers to the he-
gemonic system for the translation of cultural value, unleashing wars of 
signification, identification and appropriation that mobilize antagonistic 
meanings within cultural texts against the authority of the center that 
sought to monopolize the privilege of the foundational, the original and 
the true.  
 James Clifford calls any translation that experiments with the ir-
ruptive and disruptive capacities of the materials to be translated and 
“imperfect translation.”3 A rhythm of the “South” should infuse the 
cultural texts of the of the Latin American periphery with harshness and 
dissonance, in order that some refractory fingerprint—negativity, excess, 
residue, impurity—can emerge from the relativist discourse of cultural 
assimilation. “Imperfect translations” tat emerge from different and dis-
tant contexts battle against the tendency to passively integrate difference 
into the cultural diversity market as if this were about “differentiated 
differences,” i.e., differences iterated by metropolitan definitions that pre-
ceed and condition them. The “South”’s tactical maneuvers underline the 
enunciative and performative potential of “differentiating differences” 
that challenge the system that classifies properties and attributes of what 
has been authoritatively named by the center as identity and difference.4 
“South” is the defamiliarization force that tests the intelligibility of a well 
ordered conversion of identities and recognized differences, by sharpen-
ing translation conflicts between the metropolitan repertory of cultural 
otherness and local sub-identities that, by differing with the previously 
agreed upon with regard to Latin American representation, manifest 
themselves in rebellion to any simple identification with their region or 
identity of origin.
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38 Internediate localizations: the peripheral-interstitial
We know that new global forms of capitalist sovereignty trace a cartog-
raphy of cultural/economic power in which that power is no longer 
deployed from a central location but rather through a multi-centered 
network. Diverse segmentations of transversal flows within this multi-
centered network impede the “center” and the “periphery” from con-
tinuing to be considered as fixed localizations and opposed polarities, 
rigidly facing off because of lineal antagonisms. The center/periphery 
macro-opposition that emblematically guided the identity traditions of 
being “Latin America,” in its anticolonialist and anti-imperialist version, 
has de-simplified itself. But capitalist domination continues to generate 
power asymmetries that unequally distribute keys to access and participa-
tion of the local within networks for the accumulation and exchange of 
semiotic/cultural values within what circulates and is exchanged. Such 
asymmetries and inequalities create pockets of local resistance to the 
uniform saturation of the global and the homogeneous condensation of 
meanings that dominant axiomatics persecute. Today the “peripheral-Lat-
in American” is an intermediate localization whose zones—unequal—do 
not all equally offer the same array of signs as they irradiate from the su-
premacy of the center.5 Interplay manifested in dependence and contrade-
pendence within the “intermediate” formulates a hybrid conceptuality 
that prevents the peripheral/Latin American from naturalizing itself as an 
originary difference. “South” is the line of ambiguity that moves the Latin 
American not to give up on contrasting its sub-local differences with the 
metropolitan general equivalencies machine that flattens out intercultur-
alism and multiculturalism’s collage. At the same time it looks skeptically 
at a romanticization of these regional differences’ otherness by means of 
exoticization or the “folkloricization” of the primative. 
 A. Appadurai says that he “understands the local as something 
relative and contextual instead of something spatial or a mere question 
of scale.”6 If the local is about relationships and contextuality, that is, if 
the local is delimitation and, at the same time, a stretching of the limits, it’s 
more about uncertain displacements between the center and its borders 
than a literal occupation of territory. Tensions between the global and the 
local—as unstable terms that cannot be reduced to the fixed nature of a 
binary opposition—express themselves through simultaneities and lag 
times, interactions and leaps forward, mixes and disconnections. The local 
designates the unresolved tension of a fluctuating in-between space that, 
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39by emerging from discontinuities and variations within the global, never 
manages to affirm itself as an integral territoriality.
 The interstitial nature of the Latin American uses the tactical obliqui-
ty of folding in and unfolding to carry the concrete/singular and the mate-
rial/specific of every context pierced by cultural history in order to chip 
away at slick narratives of the universal (the abstract/general of value cre-
ation) and the global (the interconnectedness of exchange networks and 
networks for he conversion of the sign/commodity) by means of dividing 
and disrupting local chains of meaning. The peripheral/interstitial in the 
Latin American is the mode occupied by the local (the “South”) to carry 
out context disjunctions that sharpen globalization’s internal contradic-
tions between homogeneity and heterogeneity; between leveling and re-
stratification; between circulation speed and inscription marks; between 
historical de-materialization and corporeal agency; between machines of 
abstraction and intensive singularizations; between the emptying-out of 
meaning and the inability to capture what remains. 

Context referenciality and identity politics
In the current globalization and multiculturalism landscape, the slogan of 
“diversity”—empowered by metropolitan cultural institutions—calls on 
marginalization, the subaltern and the periphery to turn to art in order to 
denounce conditions of extreme poverty and social oppression, to recon-
figure identities and communities, to make historically buried memory 
visible, question hegemonies of sexual representation or even make public 
interventions related to demands on the part of citizens. Multiculturalism 
has shaped a growing process of “sociologization” and “anthropologiza-
tion” in art that, in the Latin American case, hopes its practices bear wit-
ness to art’s direct engagement against historical violence and cultural 
exclusions through an increased contextual referentiality.
 It’s true that the marginal and the subaltern have had the merit, 
because of feminist criticism and postcolonial theory, of revealing arbi-
trariness, censorship and exclusions imposed by the dominant/Western 
culture’s modernist canon and its aesthetic idealism based on the dogma 
of the self-sufficiency of form. Bringing the silences and erasures of differ-
ence deployed by that dominant/Western modernism to light has forced 
international art institutions to open their borders to non-canonical nar-
ratives, narratives of otherness, that the absolute value imperialism em-
ployed by the center would otherwise have sought to censor or exclude. 
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40 For the margins and the cultural periphery, it was vital to vindicate con-
text and contexts in order to combat the universality of abstract value. 
Here context means locality of production, site of enunciation, debate situ-
ation, the social/historical particularity of a set of interests and the cultural 
battles that fix the situational and positional value of every discursive act 
in opposition to the homogenizing synthesis of the “center function”7 
that tends to efface the singular and the distinctive. 
 But some Latin American artistic and cultural practices insist, natu-
ralistically, on transcribing their subject and context identifications within 
the standardized registers of identity and representation politics promot-
ed by cultural diversity’s international institutions. They are practices that 
document the testimonial weight of the periphery’s combative actions, di-
rectly and in real-time, in order that the center can ultimately extract from 
them the energy it needs to once again intensify a historicity of meaning 
that is precisely the one that is breaking up in these hypercapitalist times, 
characterized by the de-materialization of experience and the “immateri-
alism” of the image.   
 The limited nature of such identity and representation politics seems 
to offer the subaltern, piecemeal, the moral privilege of being a reposi-
tory of a “truth” about poverty, violence and oppression; a superior truth 
based upon a realist identification with a context that is portrayed in its 
maximum “denotivity” that, as such, would exempt the periphery from 
reflecting on the discourses that trace the relationship between image and 
gaze; between life experience and narration; between reality and meaning; 
between cultural formation and the interrelatedness of spaces and times. 
Based on a naturalized supposition of authentic continuity between place, 
body and language, multiculturalism has reduced the question of identity 
and difference to the simple affirmation of a predetermined condition 
(being Latino, Chicano, Afro-something, etc…) that ought to be func-
tional for the advances made in cultural battles against gender and race 
discrimination within the heart of metropolitan institutions. The clas-
sifying language for typified marginalities is based on a false lineal cor-
respondence between “being,” “speaking as” and “speaking from” that 
lead subjects and contexts to the militant language of vindication related 
to the representation of an already-constructed identity, to be designated 
and assigned unequivocally. Multiculturalism’s identity politics, in order 
to facilitate the “recognition of a subject that implies the representation of 
difference but does not question the conditions of representability in which such 
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41a difference is configured8, have had to censor the internal dissent of paradox 
and ambivalence that they keep in a state of incompleteness, suspension 
and oscillation; i.e., processes of cultural identification that don’t fit into a 
script of belonging based on fixed categorizations9.  
 The “South concept/metaphor should exacerbate the heterogeneous 
plurality of the margins of dis-identification, whose zig-zag fractures the 
interiors of identity-consolidation blocks. Only in that way can the other 
and otherness—always questioning its own unstable formulation in the 
shifting interplay between identity, difference and otherness—critically 
disorganize the identity-content with which metropolitan discourse seeks 
to trap the subaltern periphery.

The inside/out of institutions
Just like any other social and political territory, cultural institutions (for 
example, metropolitan ones) are spaces that are crisscrossed by a mul-
tiplicity of varying and variable forces, that disorder and reorder power 
schemes as a function of the emergence of the new and the changed. Even 
the center’s institutions are mobile stages where it is always possible to 
experience a critical performativity that can activate the struggles between 
what is constituted and what constitutes, between the sedentary and the 
reactive, between the legitimated and the non-unanimous: between iden-
tity-representations and language-dis-alignments. In particular, the con-
fines of institutions, their limits, designate a strategic zone where cultural 
inclusion and exclusion systems operate. There, along the edges or in the 
confines of the institutional, where critics can exacerbate the tension be-
tween openings and closings, between totality and interruption, between 
centrality and dispersion. It is precisely along the limits of institutions 
crate the discourse of cultural diversity where “conflicts of acceptability” 
between the metropolitan discourse that manufactures stereotypes of the 
other and the non-registration of alternative subjectivities within estab-
lished identities.10

 Theorist Paul Bové tells us that to “harness something of the 
strength of a ‘critical act of opposition,’ one should see it, above all, as 
an act and see it in action11, that is, as implicated in the institutional play 
whose rules it proposes to alter. This supposes that the critique of met-
ropolitan institutions is always related to an interplay of discursive fluc-
tuations between the inclusion framework and the other, mapped out in 
the name of cultural diversity and the heterogeneous (the dissimilar, the 
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42 antagonistic, etc.) for whom it’s not enough just to be incorporated into 
this framework but rather fights to destabilize the limits of definition and 
belonging. 
 International value and power streams that reproduce the metropoli-
tan do not posess absolute systematicity. They are dynamic constellations 
of forces in conflict that permanently reinterpret the tension between 
integration and disintegration. To the degree that institutional outlines 
weave new maneuvers for the assimilation of the dissimilar, peripheral 
criticism (the “South”) should imagine changes in direction that will re-
orient oppositional discourses at the same time it crosses the limits that 
seek to enclose the fugitive and control what’s left over internally. 
 In any case, there is nothing entirely predetermined nor anything 
completely safe. Meropolitan institutions, which have learned to re-
spond to the pressures of outlanders and the eccentric, always design 
new strategies for the re-delimitation of their borderlines for the inte-
gration of the diverse. Neither is it the case that peripheral networks, 
just by being marginal or subaltern to constituent powers, must neces-
sarily articulate anti-hegemonic meaning. The territoriality of being 
“outside,” “inside” or in between institutions can only become a micro-
politics when it submits its local utterances to the unmaking of its own 
grammars of production, under the suspicion that any new shared 
structure can generate new affiliation or de-affiliation networks among 
interests that will modify the relationship between the consensual and 
the divergent, the majority and the minority. “South” is the de-stabiliza-
tion vector for the things Latin American that cause the “margins” and 
“institutions” to incessantly shift position on maps that chart value and 
cultural power exchanges, with which peripheral critics become opposi-
tional critics, in their actions and situations, experienced in the insecure 
and fluctuating nature of place and identity. 
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43Notes

1 For Appadurai, “a situated difference” is “ a difference in relation to something 
local that took form in a particular place where it acquired certain meanings.” 
Arjun Appadurai, La modernidad desbordada, Trilce/Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
Montevideo/México, 2001, p. 28. 

2 The author discusses the concept in: Néstor García Canclini, Culturas híbridas: 
estrategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad, México, Grijalbo, 19- 89.  

3 James Clifford in “The Global Issue: a Symposium”, Art in America, July 1989. p. 87.

4 I refer back to Homi Bhabha, “El entre-medio de la cultura” in Cuestiones de 
identidad cultural, Compiladores: Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay, Madrid, Amorrortu, 
2003: “Hybridization strategies reveal a defamiliarization movement in the “autho-
rized” and even authoritarian inscription of the cultural signifier…that makes the 
emergence of an interstitial agency possible that rejects binary representations of 
social antagonisms” through a negotiation “that is neither assimiliation nor col-
laborations.” p. 103.

5 In particular, see the chapter entitled “Localización intermedia y regionalismo 
crítico” in: Alberto Moreiras, Tercer espacio: literatura y duelo en América Latina, 
ARCIS/Lom, Santiago, 1999.

6 Arjun Appadurai, La modernidad desbordada. Dimensiones culturales de la glo-
balización, Montevideo, Trilce / Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2001. p. 187.

7 We say “center function” (following Derrida) instead of “center” to avoid topo-
graphical overdetermination. By not occupying a fixed space, and by even being 
a non-place (since media globalization means information streams and events 
to incessantly de-contextualize) the center function symbolically represents that 
instance that condenses the ability to organize “an infinite number of sign substi-
tutions” and “place limits on the play of structure” in accord with preestablished 
rules. (Jacques Derrida, L´ècriture et la différence, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1967. 
p. 408).

8 Leticia Inés Sabsay, “Deseo y discurso en el sujeto (feminista) de la performativi-
dad” in Pretérito imperfecto. Lecturas críticas del acontecer. Compilers: Leonor 
Arfuch, Gisela Catanzaro, Buenos Aires, Prometeo, 2008. p. 193.

9 J. Rancière says: “The life of political subjectification depends on the difference 
between voice and body, and on the interval between identities… The place of a 
politcal subject is an interval or a gap. It means sticking together to the degree 
that we are the in-between, i.e., what lies between names, identities, cultures, 
etc.” Jacques Ranciére, “Política, identificación y subjetivación” in El reverso de la 
diferencia, editor: Benjamín Arditi, Caracas, Nueva Sociedad, 200. p. 101.

10 Omar Calíbrese, La era neobarroca, Madrid, Cátedra, 1989. p. 65

11 Paul Bové, En la estela de la teoría, Valencia, Cátedra, 1992. p. 84.
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The idea of the South has a long history. In the recent past it has been 
revived as a possible frame for representing the cultural context of not 
just regions that are geographically located in the South, but also those 
that share a common post colonial heritage. In this essay I explore the 
affinities and tensions between the south and parallel terms such as third 
world, antipodes. I argue that the South can extend the existing debates 
on cross cultural exchange, and provide a useful perspective for represent-
ing what I call a “spherical consciousness” in contemporary art.

What is a “little public sphere”?1 It is where strangers encounter each 
other and through dialogue produce some form of exchange and mutual 
understanding. The raw matter of this little public sphere is the demo-
cratic right to give voice to one’s belief and the cosmopolitan principles 
of curiosity and respect for the other. Today we are aware of the fragmen-
tation and commercialization of public spaces. There has been a steady 
erosion of the available spaces for public debate. However, there has also 
been a proliferation in the media with which private views can be made 
public. Each time we find a place to meet, whether it is in the context of a 
journal, a website, an exhibition, or a conference there is the possibility of 
building a little public sphere. I am drawn to those events and sites that 
are not just as magnets for like-minded people, but assume the function 
of a platform for generating an understanding of the predicament we 
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46 share. These little public spheres tend to be temporary and transient. They 
rely on a combination of intimate and distant relationships, weak and 
strong ties. Increasingly, the participants in these little public spheres are 
of mixed origins and many have traveled vast distances. In this lecture I 
will argue that while the South is a big and spherical concept, it is never-
theless a useful heading for understanding a certain set of relationships 
in the global network of little public spheres.

Over the past decade the idea of the South has captured the interest of 
historians, activists, political scientists and cultural practioners. It has 
been used to explore the legacies and links that shape the lives of people 
that are dispersed across a vast region. In geo-political terms the South is 
not confined to the southern hemisphere as it captures elements that are 
located on both sides of the equatorial divide. Environmental associations 
such as: the Vavlida group established in Chile; the Cairns group of agri-
cultural ministers; South Centre at Oxford University that researches the 
inequities in economic global governance; and the INSouth intellectual 
network, have all used the Southern hemisphere as an analytical position 
to address the imbalances in the global system, to lobby for the priori-
ties of the South in global fora, and develop a collaborative framework 
that promotes new forms of South-South, and South-North exchange. 
Considering the proliferation of such gatherings the idea of the South 
appears to be a murky heading – like the atmospherics of urban skies 
it flickers and looms with hope and humiliation. The only constant for 
those who identify with the concept of the South is a dual awareness that 
the euro-american hegemony in global affairs has concentrated power in 
the North, and that survival requires a coordinated transnational response. 

The South is often associated with the debates on post colonial states and 
the third world. Contributors to the journal Thesis 11 tend to prefer to 
discuss the formations of an Antipodean rather than a Southern cultural 
imaginary. While the journal has opened itself to new collaborations in 
the South, the term antipodes is retained in order to animate the contesta-
tory nature of the conceptual terrain. Taking his cue from Bernard Smith’s 
pioneering work on cultural innovation in the South, Peter Beilharz has 
often stressed that culture is never bound to any fixed notion of geog-
raphy.2 Hence, the term antipodes is utilized to underline that cultural 
innovation does not arise from the residence of people in a specific place, 
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47but rather through the relationships that they form between places. 
Antipodes is thereby used as a term that stresses the dual movement of 
ideas between the north and south.

While these earlier political categories articulated identity through a 
conceptual framework of belatedness and subordination, I would argue 
that the concept of the South not only asserts a more affirmative tone for 
cultural identifications, but it helps to suggest that the movement of ideas 
can be multidirectional as well bi-polar. Even though the term South 
privileges regional location over socio-economic development and geo-
political histories, it does not mark an absolute break from the historical 
conditions of inequality. I would prefer to situate the concept of the South 
along a jump/cut spectrum of conceptual elongations and mutations that 
extend these preceding categories. For instance, when Trinh T. Min Ha 
commented on the contemporary levels of global interpenetration, it led 
her to conclude that in “every third world there is a first world and vice 
versa”. She was also stressing the now rather obvious point that the cen-
tre and periphery are not polar opposites, but that elements from both are 
embedded in each other. More recently, Nestor Garcia Canclini has argued 
that while globalization has produced vast chasms within social spaces, 
with the upper tier connected to global networks, he also stressed that 
everyone is forced to translate the global into the local.3 The ever widen-
ing socio-economic differences have now been thoroughly documented 
by many political economists such as Jacques Attali who have found nu-
merous ways of repeating the chilling fact that 90% of the global wealth 
is now concentrated in the hands of 1% of the world’s inhabitants.4 Of 
course, Latin American political economists had already stressed that 
uneven development was not just a product of the centre and periphery 
polarity but also a process that was played out within specific regions.5 
However, in this current phase of globalization there is a further twist in 
the geo-political polarization – whereby the isolation of a region is not a 
consequence of its physical remoteness, but through a negative process of 
bifurcation – parts of cities, rural areas and significant parts of a region are 
increasingly bypassed or “splintered”6 from the emergent forms of ex-
change. Hence, it is crucial to stress that the South does not refer to a geo-
political entity that possesses a singular territorial bloc with an attendant 
unified cultural and political identity.
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48 I understand the concept of the South as a loose hemispheric term that re-
fers to a series of places that share similar patterns of colonization, migra-
tion and cultural mixture. For me the South is also expressive of a cultural 
imaginary that looks outward from its own national base and against the 
grain of its colonial past. This appeal to a more open-ended identity is, in 
one critic’s eye, a betrayal of a deep imperial history.7 In other words, any 
use of the language that draws from metaphoric associations with the 
cardinal points of cartography risks being embedded in the naturalistic 
discourse of magnetic polarities. 

In my mind the South is a more ambivalent concept.  It oscillates between 
a clarion call for antipodean rebelliousness and the stigmatic expression 
of the cultural cringe. Throughout Australia’s incomplete pursuit of re-
publicanism the image of the Southern Cross has been a recurring symbol 
of resistance. It has been the trump card against the cultural imperialism 
of the North. Refusing to be defined by a measure that favours the North 
the Southern cultural chauvinist inverts this logic and declares that every-
thing of value is already and always in the South. Peter Beiharz notes that 
the choices are not confined to the bad options of superior recognition 
according to metropolitan exclusivity or the provincial self-identification 
through splendid isolationism. He takes inspiration from the fact, and 
not just hollow boast, that distance from the North has enabled Australia 
to figure as the “world’s social laboratory of policy experiment”. Indeed 
throughout the twentieth century Australia has been at the forefront of re-
forms and innovations in the three pillars of social welfare – wage arbitra-
tion, women’s right and multiculturalism. However, Beilharz’s narrative 
of the emergence of Antipodean civilizational tropes is bittersweet. While 
he duly notes that earlier achievements were influential in the Fabian 
social democratic debates, he is also painfully aware that Paul Keating’s 
realignment of the Labour Party with neo-liberalism paved the way for 
Tony Blair’s ‘third way’.8 Keating’s own southern cultural imaginary that 
promised to take shape through a nascent republicanism and closer inte-
gration with Asia, was soon transformed into the target of populist scorn 
for the successive generations of political leaders. 

In Central and Latin America a similar pattern of ambivalent identification 
is expressed in examples that stretch from Borges short story of the South 
as a frontier metaphor, Joaquim Torres Garcia’s corrective claim that the 
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49“North looks South”, to the analysis of cultural inferiority complexes in 
the writings of Octavio Paz, Gilberto Freyre and Eduardo Galeano, and 
more recently, the speech by Hugo Chavez in which he quoted Mario 
Benedetti’s poem “The South also Exists”.9 Such enduring pathos for 
regional solidarity alongside the persistent failure to build a common 
cultural framework prompts a number of questions. Is the concept of the 
South the best frame or point from which to start, once again, as if for the 
first time, the endless task of collective identification? Is there any point at 
which the path of identity splits from the imperial past? Can such a wide 
spherical concept inflect the debates on planetary and cosmopolitan iden-
tity with a different historical texture and geo-political valency? 10

Mindful of Gerardo Mosquera’s trenchant critique of the way metropoli-
tan curators mine the cultural content of the South in order to extend 
their imperial outreach, treating the South as mere data that can be added 
to the existing canons,11 I will be picking up iterations of the South and 
taking them in a direction that is similar to Raewyn Connell’s definition 
of “Southern theory” as a perspective that sharpens relational thinking 
“between intellectuals and institutions in the metropole and those in 
the world periphery.”12 In both cultural and political terms, the south is 
best utilized as an intermediary concept – neither embedded in a fixed 
territorial context, nor floating in the realm of “unmoored” globalization. 
Within the discourse of art theory and contemporary visual practice I will 
argue that the concept of the South can be used to redefine the context of 
art within a wider hemispheric frame, and address the complex operation 
of influences that criss-cross each other within this sphere. Hence I will 
draw a determinately idiosyncratic curve that links together a wide range 
of discursive sources, such as the journals Thesis 11 and Third Text, as well 
as cultural events ranging from Documenta xi, Asia-Pacific Triennial, The 
South Project, and South, South, South, South... From this network I will sug-
gest that the emergent formations of a spherical context has informed the 
visual imaginary of an artists such as Carlos Capelan and Phillip George.13

Thesis 11 and Third Text: Archives of the South
From the outset in 1987 the art theory and art historical journal Third 
Text contested the terms, questioned the structures and challenged the 
history of western art. The tone of writing has varied from the academic, 
poetic to the polemical. While the journal was founded to develop a third 
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50 world perspective on contemporary art and give voice to artists who 
have worked in a postcolonial context, and despite the shift in edito-
rial policy which is more sceptical of post-colonial theory,14 the journal 
continues to provide an invaluable documentary function that recovers 
and repositions the artistic practices that was either ignored or margina-
lised by the dominant art historical institutions. It also plays a leading 
role in presenting new methods for measuring the value and meaning 
of art. Art history is more than capable of discovering new entrants into 
its own canon, but the capacity to re-think the terms of entry and the 
field of relations that constitutes art is not generated from within, but 
through an interplay with different theoretical and cultural perspectives. 
The postcolonial critiques of Orientalism, hybridity and the subaltern 
that were first developed in literary and historical accounts provided vital 
stepping stones in this reconfiguration of art historical methodologies. A 
key challenge that confronted this discourse was to develop new ways of 
seeing and interpreting the differences between and within cultures. For 
instance, the introduction of the Derridean concept of supplementarity 
and Homi Bhabha’s interpretation of the process of cultural translation 
provided new means for understanding both the tensions that arise from 
the interaction between different cultural practices, and the emergence 
of novel forms of expressions. In short, this approach not only provided 
more evidence of emergent practices and the historical legacies of art from 
the South, but it also prompted the invention of critical tools for overcom-
ing the classification of the South as exotica, periphery and primitivism.

Zygmunt Bauman and Bernard Smith, two of the key thinkers that have 
inspired the cultural turn in Thesis 11, have approached the question of 
the South from opposite poles. Zygmunt Bauman has asked how will un-
derstand the dream of mobility, and other images of utopia, without more 
space? The world, he warns, has run out of space. There are no more other 
lands towards which the both the post and sub European fantasies can 
be projected. In the Northern imaginary the South previously figured as 
both the exalted place of salvation and the dreaded basin in which all re-
fuse was deposited. Now, Bauman points out, there is no escape. Utopian 
thinking is no longer directional, teleological, but improvisational, con-
tingent and vigilant. This modality, after many twists, finally turns around 
and finds the countenance of elder hunters that provide the starting 
point to Bernard Smith’s visual analysis. Smith was the first Australian 
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51art historian to notice that the art produced in the South did not corre-
spond to other visual practices and it did not fit neatly into the available 
conceptual categories of the North. To interpret the cultural production of 
the South necessitated innovative and inter-disciplinary methodologies. 
Ian McLean has taken Smith’s antipodean perspective a step further. By 
tracing the records of the encounters between Aboriginal communities, 
missionaries and anthropologists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
and by reviewing the earliest references to Aboriginal art in anthropo-
logical writing and art criticism, McLean has been able to establish that 
both Aboriginal cultural production precedes the early modernist experi-
ments in Europe, and the uses of the category of contemporary to refer to 
a conjunction of vigorous traditionalism and resistance to modernity in 
Aboriginal art anticipates the dominant tropes of contemporaneity that 
appeared late in the 20th century. McLean makes the bold claims, that if 
opposition to the antinomies of modernism and celebration of the hybrid 
knowledges, practices and identities are the hallmarks of contemporani-
ety, then aboriginal art has always been contemporary.15

Documenta XI: Platform for the South
As director of Documenta xi, Okwui Enwezor, was aware of his responsibil-
ity as a beneficiary of the debates that unfolded in the journal Third Text, 
as well as the danger of being the carrier of the “poisoned chalice” that 
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52 delivered the South to the North. However, rather survey and chart the art 
historical achievements of the South, Enwezor intertwined his research 
process with a novel political intervention. He transported the Documenta 
curatorial team to key locations across the world to address the issues of 
creolization, justice and reconciliation in places like St Lucia, South Africa 
and India.16 The engagements with such specific historic contexts, not 
only brought an unprecedented focus on the South but also sharpened  
the interplay of two historical streams. It was not only a mapping of the 
cultural consequences of decolonization, but an inter-disciplinary and in-
ter-textual tracking of the complex flows between diasporic communities, 
the perduring legacies of colonialism and a critique of dystopian ruins of 
post industrial spaces. Through the juxtaposition of these two narratives, 
postcolonial migration patterns and post-modern aporias, Enwezor of-
fered a both a wider sphere and more nuanced set of pathways for tracing 
the complex entanglements between the North and the South. 

Asia–Pacific Triennial: from Collaboration to Showcase
The Asia–Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art (apt), inaugurated in 1993 
at the Queensland Art Galley, was the first and continues to be the only 
major series of exhibitions in the world to focus exclusively on the con-
temporary art of Asia and the Pacific, including Australia. In its original 
format the APT initiated a pioneering curatorial methodology that re-
quired advisors and selectors from Australia to be partnered with experts 
across the region. In particular in 1996 each of the 15 curatorial teams 
comprised both Australian and international curators, and focused on the 
art of specific geographical areas according to their expertise. According 
to Victoria Lynn, one of the curators of APT2, the development of this 
project in Australia is not only a consequence of it geographic proximity, 
always “looking up to Asia” but also a result of longstanding “influence 
of these cultures on artists including Donald Friend, David Rankin, Tim 
Johnson, Janet Laurence, and the large number of Australian artists who 
have heritages located in this region, namely John Young, Simryn Gill, 
Savandary Vongpothorn.”17 The significance of these biographical links 
and the prevailing context of “wanting to be part of Asia”, meant that the 
APT proceeded with a curatorial attitude that was framed by the interests 
of dialogue. However, since APT 2002 the curatorial methodology shifted 
to a more conventional model of showcasing the work of a core group of 
influential and emerging artists. At a time when there was a proliferation 
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53of new biennales throughout Asia, and artists from India and China were 
gaining a level of hyer-visibility in the global art system, this new ap-
proach prompted critics to suggest that Australia was slipping into the 
invisible imperious space that lies beneath the hyphen of the A-PT and 
resume the privileged vantage point of curating others.18

South Project 
In 2003, inspired by the regional focus and the earlier collaborative 
models that were developed by the APT, Kevin Murray proposed that 
Melbourne should become the host city of an art festival that had the 
explicit aim of embracing cultural exchange across the South.19 Murray’s 
main motivation was to remove the blinkers that directed attention to 
the metropolitan centers and blocked lateral vision. While he has not 
yet achieved his goal of establishing a structured platform and ongoing 
programme of events that are focused on the South, Murray has initi-
ated a number of admirable and ambitious conferences in Melbourne, 
Wellington, Santiago, Johannesburg, residencies in Melbourne and ex-
hibitions in Melbourne and Johannesburg. The aim of these events has 
been to initiate a dialogue between artists, critics and writers from the 
whole of the South. At the opening conference in Melbourne Mbuelo 
Mzamane concluded his talk with a vision of the south as a “rediscovery 
of the common”. While attending a subsequent South conference in 
Santiago the Australian indigenous artist Brook Andrews acknowledged 
that while he was interviewing mothers / activists of the disappeared he 
felt an embodied connection to one who “looked like my mum”, and 
found unexpected affinities with the Aboriginal women from the stolen 
generation.20 These are brief examples of how events have begun to estab-
lish a network that encourages multilateral relationships and framework 
for re-thinking the social context of art beyond the concentric ring of neo-
imperialism and even the petty narcissism of national republicanism.21

South-South-South
In 1998 I used the idea of the South as a heading for a conference, and 
developed it further in a follow up event held in 2004.22 The primary aim 
of both conferences was to rethink the context of art. We were particularly 
concerned with the myopia through which we regard a neighbour like 
New Zealand as if “it was Australia writ small”,23 and the dearth of com-
parative thinking that may have revealed the similarities and differences 
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54 with South Africa – another southern space that was also once part of 
the British empire, and with whom Australia shared many common set-
tler myths.24 It is easy to enjoy the wit of the Canadian artist Curnoe who 
redrew the Map of North America in a way that miraculously fused the 
boundaries of Canada and Mexico, and by a mutual process of expan-
sion and contraction made that “something in the middle” disappear.25 
However, when artists from the three continents of the South share a 
stage there can also be some very awkward silences. The long histories 
of mutual indifference that resulted from northern bias and peripheral 
blindness cannot be corrected by mobility alone.26 Reflecting on the chal-
lenges associated with the intensified patterns of global circulation of 
artists and the hybridization of cultures associated with globalization, the 
Cuban curator Gerardo Mosquera proposed that there was a need for a 
paradigm shift in the understanding of the circulation of artists working 
in the South. Mosquera stressed that in the absence of new South-South 
and North-South axial routes the cultural contours of globalization would 
continue to reproduce prevailing imperialist inequalities and primitivist 
stereotypes.27 

To unravel the cultural textures of the South I now turn towards a closer 
look at artistic practices. It is my contention that the spherical conscious-
ness from the South—that is the cultural consciousness of the ways and 
means by which neo-liberalism jig saws into the cuts made by colonial-
ism, or the manner by which settler claims, diasporic aspirations and in-
digenous rights rub against each other—can be glimpsed in the aesthetic 
practices of two artists from the South.

Cape - Surf
In 2007 I observed Capelan working on a wall drawing for the Auckland 
Triennial. As I stood before the wall I wondered what horizons are lapping 
up against each other while Capelan is bending these anamorphic figures, 
inserting stellar-like messages, and twirling the space in a flow of eddies 
and cross-currents. I also recalled an experience we had a few years earlier. 
Staring out into the Pacific Ocean from a Sydney cliffside he remarked: 
“This is the Chilean horizon seen from the other side.”

The edges to these wall drawing installations are as elusive as the hori-
zon. Capelan claims that no matter how intensively he immerses himself 
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55into the space they are never finished. Reiterations have appeared in 
Montevideo and Johannesburg. In each instance, a foundational narra-
tive provides a reference point: in Montevideo there is a response to 19th 
century landscape paintings of the birth of the Uruguyan nation by Juan 
Manuel de Blanes; in New Zealand and South Africa he made work that 
connected the peaceful protest marches organized by the Parihaka com-
munity in 1881 with Gandhi’s decision to leave Durban in 1914 and initi-
ate his philosophy of active disobedience. These references are not visible 
other than in the gesture of mark making. In an earlier correspondence 
he has noted: “For me, drawing a piece like I did in Auckland is both 
about mapping and being in a map.” He adds further that in the act of 
representing there is also contradictory desire to erase the signs of rep-
resentation. Unlike the heavy, monumental – let us say – colonizing acts 
of historical representation, Capelan’s gestures are closer to indigenous 
practices of sand painting – the image appears in a materiality that admits 
its own ephemerality and its meaning is articulated through the medium 
of clustered hieroglyphs. Finally, I would like to suggest that the spheri-
cal images of horizons that provide the field upon which his aphoristic 
messages from his provocative cultural front, the Post Colonial Liberation 
Army (pcla), are not representations of physical territories but a cultural 
horizon that is fleetingly composed in the intersections of belated arrivals 
and interrupted translations. 

In the first known map of the world Anaximander presented it in the shape 
of a cylinder. The earth was surrounded by the heavens. Suspended in the 
heavens, people lived on the upper surface. Anaximander was Greek but 
the centre of the world was the Aegean Sea. The shores of Europe and Asia 
frame the edges of the then known world, but the point from which they 
are seen is the flowing azure. It is timely to recall such a fluid perspective.

Phillip George is an artist who surfs on a daily basis. He has learnt to read 
the direction of the wind, he knows the tidal patterns, remembers where 
the hidden reefs lie, and the waves are formed through the interplay of 
these forces. While waiting at the mercy of the big ones, I imagine that 
his gaze rebounds between the rugged sandstone cliffs and the horizon, 
prompting tremulous thoughts about the secrets hidden in all direc-
tions. Judging by an earlier series of photographs, Little Bay, 1998, George 
regards both sea and shoreline with a heavy degree of apprehension 
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56 and wonderment. In these works, he created an imaginary reception of 
Byzantine icons amidst the cliffs and rockpools where the local indige-
nous people took sanctuary after contracting infectious diseases from the 
white settlers, long prior to Christo’s famous wrapping of the site. 

In this recent exhibition at Casula Powerhouse, Borderlands, 2008, a simi-
lar perspective is at play. The exhibition comprised of an interplay be-
tween two installations. As you entered the main turbine hall there stood 
thirty different seven foot tall Thruster surfboards, all facing east towards 
Mecca, and lined upright in a strict modernist grid. Each board was em-
blazoned with an intricate Islamic pattern and the collection is referred 
to as Insahallah (God Willing). Some of the designs were direct reproduc-
tions of traditional patterns of the tree of life and the Garden of Eden that 
George had photographed in Ottoman, Persian and Arabic mosques. A 
few, and apparently the ones most admired by the youths from Sydney’s 
western suburbs, included new hybrid images that George manipulated 
to fit the mould of the board. Each board has an exquisite quality, as lumi-
nous as the Bursa tiles and ripping with aqueous grace. 

Along the perimeter of the upper wall is a twenty-five meter long photo-
graph called Border Patrol. It depicts a six kilometre stretch of the Sydney 
coastline. The image is heavily tinted in green and conveys the night 
vision goggle view that is emblematic of the paranoid perspective that 
has shaped both the war on terror and the war on refugees. Looking at 
Australian coastlines through the eyes of the American military industrial 
complex, the cliffs and beaches merge into a murky shadow-space of re-
pulsion and menace.

The two parts of this exhibition articulate opposing aesthetic strategies. 
The first part of the exhibition Inshallah has now attracted the attention 
of the global media. By combining the Islamic design with the Australian 
surfboard George has not just brought together two cultural practices 
that are normally kept apart, but also initiated a gesture of welcome. This 
interest in the social activity of cross-cultural hospitality, accommoda-
tion and exchange is consistent with an enduring trajectory in the artistic 
imaginary that is motivated by a fundamental attraction to the signs 
of difference, and is constantly allowing a basic form of curiosity and 
wonderment to test the boundaries of communication and interaction. 
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57George’s surfboards have turned heads all around the world. This playful 
and affirmative gesture has not only offered an instance of possible cross-
cultural reconciliation, but for me, it also prompted the question, why was 
this not already there. The fit between the surface of the boards and the 
visual designs seemed so “natural” that it made me think that they must 
have already been there, somewhere in our cultural unconscious.

The photographic installation Border Patrol has by contrast almost es-
caped the notice of the mainstream media, and it is, admittedly quite pos-
sible to enter the main Turbine Hall at Casula and remain in sun-dazzled 
awe of Inshallah. However, this would miss the critical counterpoint that 
sustains the exhibition as a whole. In Border Patrol George deploys the 
oppositional tendency that is also a crucial part of the artistic imaginary, 
with which the artist adopts the existing codes of representation and then 
seeks to re-route, disrupt, or in some way short-circuit the conventional 
patterns of signification. George’s use of panoramic photography is ex-
pressive of the desire to confront the practices of domination and the reg-
ulative techniques of surveillance in everyday life. Like many artists that 
have opposed the policies on the war on terror and the racist strategies 
that have been deployed to repel the “invasion” of refugees, George has 
turned his eye onto the State’s own repressive use of the visual apparatus 
of detection and depiction. In particular, he has adopted the use of night 
vision camera technique. By representing the Australian coastline in this 
monstrous scale and through the paranoid tint, he produces an effect that 
blurs any division between night and day, and the work also gives the 
suggestion that the very technologies, which have been mobilized to bol-
ster border protection and convey a sense of security, have also punctured 
the sense of social innocence and cosmic balance that, at times, accompa-
nies the ordinary moments of daydreaming by the beach.

For George, bobbing up and down on his surfboard, the beach is a scene 
that is filled with joy and dread. At one level the promise of the new surf-
boards is bound within a hospitable gesture. The rhythmic patterns of 
the Islamic tiles and the gentle tapered curls of the board’s design both 
induce an enchanted serenity. However, at the other level, the effect of 
the panoramic photograph with their pallid coloration and haunted 
landscape, provide a stark contrast. The effect of this image suggests that 
the silent way in which surfers stared endlessly towards the horizon, and 

W
ha

t i
s 

th
e 

So
ut

h?



58 muted meditative pose of sunbathers has now been interfered with by the 
noise of foreign bodies and the nationalized vigilance against invaders. 
The exhibition oscillates within the disturbing tension of these conflict-
ing signs. However, there is another perspective that is implicit in this 
exhibition. Unlike the polemical discourse that rebounds within the pa-
rameters of the “clash of civilization” thesis, this exhibition also recalls a 
more classical way of seeing the world. 

In Herodotus’s account of history we must remember that his account of 
events is informed by the principle that everything is in eternal motion. 
The centre of the world is the sea. He sees things not from vantage point 
of specific point within terra firma, but as if he was also a traveler, a sailor, 
a mere passer-by. His approach towards other people and cultures is not 
as adversarial enemies or monstrous sub-humans, but rather as equals 
who have developed different values and traditions. To comprehend these 
differences Herodotus recommends that we observe, enquire, and relate 
them one’s own values and traditions. Looking out towards the horizon 
Herodotus had no idea of what lay beyond. He did not have the vantage 
of an aerial perspective. There were no real maps which defined the way 
things were - just a simple awareness that we all have neighbours, and 
that our neighbours have, in turn, their own neighbours. To find out 
about what lay beyond he had to cross the borderlands. His only guide 
was the word of his neighbour’s neighbour and so on. Hence, in the ab-
sence of a fixed mapping of the world, Herodotus set out on his journeys 
with a faith that knowledge accrues through the interaction with that 
which exists elsewhere. He was prepared to step out of his own place 
and verify the stories that had circulated like rumors. I would describe 
this horizontal method of inquiry, verification and narration as a form of 
spherical consciousness. 

Conclusion
Despite the profound legacies and links that criss-cross the South, that 
create a common texture in both historical consciousness and everyday 
experience, the capacity to stimulate dialogue and arrive at a position 
where people from different parts can feel a sense of ease and openness 
towards each other, is not something that can be automatically acquired. 
In the South many people may share many common negative sentiments 
and political ideologies.  It may start with feeling the same sardonic pains 
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59of cultural belatedness, and may escalate into a conjoined stance against 
the political humiliations of the North. However, beyond this kindred 
untimeliness and shared oppositionality what are the subtle bonds that 
affirm a sense of community? 

At the beginning of this essay I noted how the idea of the South in geo-
political terms has been articulated as a kind of defensive reaction to the 
hegemony of the North. As a way of concluding I am going to argue that 
my idiosyncratic tour of the archive, platforms and collaborative models is 
neither a biographical narrative, nor a hierarchy of exemplars, but a delib-
erate act of rapprochement. By linking together different interdisciplinary 
discourses and intertextual events my aim has been to expose a clinamen 
—a path that both “swerves away from the influence of predecessors”, 
and heads towards a “third space”.28 I have followed the bias of this 
movement, in order to show that the relational energy, which connects 
personal and historical claims, not only curves away from the compulsive 
trajectories that head North, but also draws force from the swirling ges-
tures of rapport with other like minded aspirants of the South.

From the outset of this essay I have stressed that the concept of South 
is not only useful for the purpose of classifying the context and form of 
contemporary artistic practices in a broader geo-political category, but 
that it can also serve as a cluster concept that gains meaning through 
the relational thinking of scale and texture. More than two decades ago 
the Australian political scientists Alan Davies suggested that “we should 
spend less time in awed upward contemplation of the great metropolitan 
centres and a good deal more looking sideways at the experience of like 
small nations, whose solutions should be better scaled to our problems, 
and whose definition of their problems are more likely to help us under-
stand our own”29. He imagined a form of cultural exchange that would re-
veal insights and develop skills that would be more worthy of emulation 
because their fit would be closer to our own experiences. The transferabil-
ity of knowledge would not be a form of adopting and applying models, 
but in the grasping of what Davies called the “nuances of likeness”.

What blocks this potential for this relational understanding of geo-
political scale and socio-cultural texture? Is it due to our fears of facing 
the insecurities and horrors within, as well a failure to define a measure 
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60 of our own worth and common bonds? The models of explanation that 
have been prominent in the humanities and social sciences tend to rein-
force a view that privileges defensive psychic reactions and imbalances 
in the global system. For instance, Freud’s insight into the “narcissism 
of minor differences” as an account of the disproportionate violence that 
is exerted upon proximate rivals, or even Paz’s exegesis of the self-hatred 
in the “Malinche complex”, are reliant on a paradigm that underlines the 
potency of negative cultural identifications. Despite the emergence of new 
intellectual and political networks that have provided a framework for the 
articulation and validation of not just voices from but also new modes of 
knowledge of the South, there has been insufficient attention to the ar-
ticulation of an affirmative conceptualization of the South. 

It is important to use the “little public spheres” of symposia, exhibitions, 
journals and books not just as judicious theatres for speaking about 
the faults in the politics of recognition, and the weakness of horizontal 
institutional networks, but as spaces in which we put this corrective senti-
ment to the side, and extend the practices of fabulation. Avoiding the bad 
options of metropolitan superiority and provincial indifference neces-
sitates a finer appreciation of the interstitial practices that push cultural 
production to its most exquisite form. The little public spheres have a 
crucial role in the delivery of this third option. They require participants to 
position themselves as interlocutors of the contemporary. As noted in the 
examples of the contributors to the journals Third Text and Thesis 11 this 
entails a methodology that can track the complex traffic of ideas along the 
North-South and South-South axes. What counts is not whether you are 
based in New York or  Melbourne, but how you follow the flows.

The South is, as Michael Taussig would say, a “murky” concept.30 It em-
bodies the “nightmarish medium of domination”, but as it verges from 
its intended axis, invents new relations, and sweeps up the missing, it 
impugns the prison-house of its own language. From this perspective of 
haunted montages I would respond to Cuauhtemoc Medina exhortation 
for the speakers of the Sur, Sur, Sur, Sur conference to evaluate the “explo-
sion of the metropolitan historical narrative”, and the effects of “two de-
cades of post-colonial emergence”, by proposing that the South does not 
always arrive after the North.31 Our sense of becoming, just as the view of 
a horizon from its other side, is not doomed by a primal loss, because as 
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61Borges promised in El Sur, “reality favours symmetries and slight anach-
ronisms”. The South, as he said in his favourite story, exists, “on the other 
side of Avenida Rivadavia”. Borges gives us the phantasmagoric hint that 
the South is found in the roughride recovery of memories. To find such a 
place we are usually told to choose between a specific place, unique voice 
or permanent exile. However, I place greater faith in the sparkling intel-
ligence of the antipodean intellectual who, according to Peter Beiharz, not 
only leaves home in order to return, transmits messages from across the 
horizon, and maintains an open line with the past, but also “lives out all 
three modes of activity”.32
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Discussion: The Other Today 

José Luis Barrios: I’d like to start out with the question Nikos 
Papastergiadis asked, specifically, “Where is the place we can all come 
together?” This is a key question not only in terms of imagining a sort 
of utopia—a certain no-place—but as well because it is a prerequisite 
for positing the idea of the South itself. In other words, the South could 
function as an idea to order the question of where we can come together. 

If historically the project of modernity is innately connected to coloni-
zation, that is to say, if colonization is not an accident of modernity, but 
rather the necessary result and birth of modernity, then the representation 
of otherness and the South is the exclusion of the excluded, an exile of the 
“other” from history and political action. Therefore political discussions 
as arise from multicultural discourses create a “let’s-include-the-excluded” 
category. Perhaps the great fallacy in hegemonic political policy is that they 
take as their starting point that everything should be included even if the 
inclusion takes the form of exclusion. We would need to think of an alter-
native formula where the South would represent an exclusion or secession 
from inclusion, in order to command internal attention regarding strate-
gies of inclusion. 

A second idea is that the South presents itself as a kind of pressure imposed 
on forms of production that form part of hegemonic discourse. Employing 



66 a deliberately provocative tone, shouldn’t the question really be: Is it not 
the logic of globalization to present any attempt at the affirmation of differ-
ence in terms of a capital differential? Is it not the case that the South seems 
like a thought category that seeks to inscribe a method for concentration, 
and the production of difference, within that very flow of capital?

A third series of questions implies thinking of the South as placement or 
displacement. I find it curious that while every presentation [here] seeks to 
dislocate the idea of the South’s space or territory as a fixed condition, none 
has questioned how to conceive of time. Yet precisely what defines the log-
ic of hegemony, according to Deleuze and Guattari’s’s Antioedipus, is the 
question of why it wasn’t Chinese, or the Asiatic mode of production, that 
colonized the rest of the world. The answer they give is that the category 
they call “enterprise,” consisting generally in the definition of a concept of 
the future where historical time is linear and progressive  and where accu-
mulation takes place, along that modern affect: ambition. According to all 
that, what happens within the South as a category as it relates to time?

Nikos Papastergiadis: The questions you ask us are quite suggestive 
and provocative. Let me start with your first observation regarding the 
place where we can come together and the idea of inclusion and exclusion 
that, logically, alludes to an understanding of this concept of “place.” I 
don’t want to spend much time driving ourselves crazy by speaking of 
cosmopolitanism, de-colonization or multiculturalism, but I do want to 
dedicate a moment to certain definitions that suggest there is a monopoly 
on what those concepts were. “Getting together” posits understanding 
the words themselves.
 Nelly indicated an interpretation of multiculturalism very precisely as 
the “management or operation of difference.” In order to define the articu-
lation of these differences she juxtaposed that first definition and tried to 
inscribe a more complex process whereby a position of difference coming 
from leads us to a notion of trajectory. That is, it leads to speaking from 
and not within. Therefore, once we understand this concept of trajectory 
as a place of utterance, and also as a place for coming together, that space 
becomes mobilized. It is displaced and becomes much more complex. I’d 
simply like to make clear that the place for coming together is not a peace-
ful place, nor a finish line, but rather a place of constant movement. The 
space itself is constituted by its constant interactivity, its flow, and not as 
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67some closed space that could well become just another ghetto. That in it-
self gives us the opportunity to rethink the very terminology we use to 
speak of “multiculturalism.” 

Now then, the idea of the South as a product that stimulates the entire pro-
cess of differentiation and that animates an excess to modernity is also a 
quite provocative point, but I’d like to precaution us against falling into 
the trap of saying “look at me—I can give you something more” or “don’t 
forget this because in reality it’s going to add value to your life.” The only 
thing we would do is expand the range of options and that would merely 
add an ongoing number of appendices and supplements to the system. 
We can respond to that by rethinking the concept of time, above all a rela-
tive and non-fixed time, as a space for interaction. That it is the flow itself 
that offers an opportunity for thinking about affinities between times and 
places. Criticizing globalization’s broadest discourses—the ones that have 
had a linear trajectory through time—implies being very conscious of risk. 
Here I don’t agree with an element Jean Fisher brought to the discussion: 
what she mentioned when she alluded to ancient time and the question 
of the State. Bourdieu invested a tremendous lot in the French republican 
State: all his work, all his oeuvre, was related to seeing how one could man-
age to make the State work better, how to achieve greater levels of equality. 
That was a very noble mission, and a quite idealistic one, but somehow, 
making the State responsible makes it the instrument through which our 
identity really must live up to its entire potential. I cannot agree, as much 
for personal reasons as for political ones. I simply do not see the State pull-
ing us out of the mess we’re in, and into which the State put us; it can-
not even manage to get us out of the current economic crisis even though 
there is an historic opportunity to re-address identity, agency and what we 
call State agency. In Australia, our prime minister gave ten thousand dol-
lars to every retiree and at that same time the State has told every German 
“we’ll give you this many euros if you manage to do this or that thing”. 
Now when the prime minister awards a ten-thousand-dollar pension to 
be spent at will, he’s saying to retirees that it’s “their responsibility” to fix 
the crisis because they’ll be better consumers by shopping. He’s not say-
ing that State is going to propose a new plan, which is the same as saying 
“ we can’t fix this problem—we can’t solve it.” This is a small, rather trivial 
example but I think it indicates the State’s limitations. What I want to sug-
gest is we can’t reconfigure this because it’s already a part of our problem. 
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68 More precisely, we have to rethink concepts of time and space as well as 
how to move forward.

Jean Fisher: Well, I shall address the matter of the State because it 
seems to me to be one of the most critical issues we have to take on with-
in so-called globalization; and for Indigenous peoples their relationship 
with the state is a central issue. I agree completely with Nikos that there’s 
a problem with the State as the entity to which one must appeal for help. 
It has its limitations, but what else do we really have? And perhaps the 
present problem is not the state per se, but the limitations imposed on it 
by transnational bodies with no obligations to citizen welfare or rights? 
The situation of indigenous peoples raises very interesting problems re-
garding the nature of citizenship, and in relation to cultural and territorial 
sovereignty, which are increasingly affecting us all. To pick up on Nikos’s 
point: indigenous voices speak from a place of difference to global con-
cerns; and these voices have the right to be included in international dis-
cussions on whatever terms they choose.  Above all, they their inclusion 
allows us to think in more expansive terms to understand how we relate 
to the Nation-State, what needs to be done with the Nation-State, or even 
better, what the Nation-State needs to do to refashion a more just world. I 
don’t deny there are serious problems with the Nation-State: I’m referring 
to the fact we need international organizations to restrict certain State 
excesses. The European Union is an interesting case, as it is a federation of 
Nation-States with a human rights tribunal with the power to bring viola-
tions by member states to trial, as it successfully did recently against the 
UK government. When it comes to human rights, the important thing is 
that they are directly related to the individual and not to the State. There’s 
a differential between the Nation-State’s limitations and the limits these 
other organizations can impose on them. This is something that will be 
important to look at in the future and I wonder just how much the Latin 
American South, through its regional collaborations, has thought about 
organizations that might go beyond the State to encompass the entire 
region and that would fight for human rights and other such issues.   

Nelly Richard: With regard to the third point you brought up, capitalist 
globalization promotes discourses like multiculturalism that benefit from 
a proliferation of difference. In this sense it seems more provocative or 
perhaps more subversive to understand that the South is not a place for 
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69the self-affirmation of differences but rather a vector of decentralization 
that works more by means of intersections, as Nikos said. I’m starting out 
with the idea that neither identities nor categories nor localities are patent 
or closed totalities. Totalities are made, and unmade, and remade in inter-
action with multiple exteriorities—specifically with the heterogeneous. 
That’s why it seems important to always insist on limits and borders for 
systems and institutions, since it’s along borders that contact zones are 
found—places where the tension, if you will, between totality and central-
ity and dispersal is more politically charged. Therefore the “South” could 
be a viewpoint that activates everything that constitutes intersection and 
decentralization. There is a certain kind of Latin American art that features 
a documentalist or testimonial element that produces a naturalization 
of the connection between context/experience/body/identity/voice, etc., 
where one would say the “political” aspect of a non-essentialist identity 
that is born more precisely from the gaps between body and voice or be-
tween voice and identity. I would insist that the “South” is a discontinui-
ty—the intermittence that prevents totalities, identities or localities from 
becoming enclosed around themselves. 

José Luis Barrios: It seems we’re clear on the fact that this is not a ques-
tion of “cowboys and Indians”—the good guys and the bad guys—since 
the idea of the “South” is negotiated as a force and a decentralization with 
respect to any sort of form that lays claim to universality. But how do we 
rethink the South within its territory or localities? If the invention and ac-
counts of the other—not just in multicultural discourses but also at art 
fairs, biennials, etc.—have done any good, it is because they produce a pos-
sibility for the South that exerts pressure not only in hegemonic spaces but 
as well within political spaces of belonging, if you will, within this very 
South. In the case of Mexico, for example, violence, drug trafficking and 
impunity suddenly have the potential to appear in a hierarchy of visibility 
that guarantees international attention. Could it be that internal forms of 
power territorialization will try to inhibit this? How is it that from within 
the territories of the State, the South can dislocate, and optimize the poten-
tial of art to produce visibility?

Nelly Richard: This is a highly complex question precisely because it 
does not allow for any univocal response, for the simple reason that criti-
cal art or an oppositional critique is always carried out in actions and 
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70 situations. Something can be political and subversive within a dense 
institutional context and then cease to be so because institutions are not 
homogeneous blocks but rather, are full of fissures through which dislo-
cations are produced. One might say there is a technical condition within 
oppositional critique that consists of detecting which are the system’s 
vulnerable points. Whether the practice is or is not critical or political in 
effect depends on a kind of performativity: that of being placed in action 
and within a situation. Therefore it seems to me that nothing is guar-
anteed in advance. The system also has the ability to permanently move 
along the margins as well as within the relationship between margin 
and institution. So one could say that the South is also the suspicion 
and insight needed to see how these relationships between margin and 
institution function, to the degree that the mechanism renegotiates the 
relationship. 

Nikos Papastergiadis: There’s a trap in this question and you are pro-
voking us, because it has to do with the instrumentalization of culture. 
When we speak of a cultural politics of the South, we’ve already fallen 
into the trap, because this presupposes that culture is the social vanguard, 
and that as a vanguard it will lead us socially, economically and politically 
to a better place. Therefore we have to rethink this fissure within the dis-
course of its imaginary and avoid inducing, supplementing or adding to 
the discourse in that sense. 

Jean Fisher: Most critical artists don’t identify with the state as such, 
but are alert to the fissures and ambiguities in its hegemonic discourses. 
It is in their interventions at these sites of ambiguity that dislocations of 
meaning take place and offer new ways of thinking. 

Nikos Papastergiadis: It’s a priority to look at the alternative between 
“for the State or outside the State.” I know the Greeks were wrong on a lot 
of points, but there’s something to what they—particularly the Stoics—
thought, and that is with regard to cosmopolitanism. The “Stoics” were 
thusly named for the space in which they used to meet, the so-called stoa, 
a sort of domestic part of the polis, i.e., the State. The stoa, or front entrance 
was located right between the house and the street, between the oikos 
and the city. It is a place of movement, of transition, a place one passes 
through and indeed, most of the Stoics were migrants: they had moved 
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71from place to place, making constant comparisons as they moved. When 
we wonder, “what will our space for coming together be like?”, I think it’s 
going to be a space of transition. Here we could once more think about 
the following: Where are we going once the State collapses? What is the 
alternative? The alternative is quite simple: we’re in a phase where indi-
vidualism and everything else is dominated by consumerism and it’s our 
obligation to re-write this moment so that individuality and collectivity can 
be commonly understood. This doesn’t necessarily require a return to the 
State, but I’m also not too crazy about free-market consumer culture. I work 
at a university in the classical tradition, a laboratory that creates tension 
between the State and our relationships among ourselves. It’s critical we 
understand our relationships among ourselves so as to understand what’s 
coming, what’s out there in the future and what’s out there in the world.

Audience member: This is a question for Nelly Richard. How is it that 
members of the Academy represent the peripheral other, yet from a space 
of privilege, a place of advantages? Because we are all the “North” of that 
“South” that has no access to culture…

Nelly Richard: I don’t think the Academy and intellectuals ought to rep-
resent the other. As in life, in art it’s rather difficult to speak on behalf of or 
in the place of. Intellectuals are the most ignorant of all when they speak of 
the Other using a grandiloquent rhetoric that leaves no room for forms of 
political intervention that may be more modest, limited—yet because of 
this much more effective.

And something that I’d also like to bring up is that the South—when one 
speaks of post-colonialism, in the context of countries like post-dictator-
ship Chile and Argentina—well, something that really worries me is that 
the victim has a certain moral superiority, which is an epistemological ad-
vantage. That place from where the victim or the other speaks is exempt 
from any sort of critical consideration with regard to the problematic of 
representation. Thererfore it seems that each of the categories, both that 
of representation and that of otherness, are categories we should learn to 
deconstruct scrupulously. 

Audience member: A few minutes ago we were talking about the con-
ceptualization of the South not as information on differentiated defenses, 
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72 but rather as a strategy of decentralization. I’d like to know where this 
location could come from, because if every North has a South, the South 
also has its “Norths” and peripheral areas. So it’s not enough to speak of 
Mexico’s North or South; we need to see how these different circuits dif-
fer—and also within different ideologies—and we would need to speak 
of Mexico City or Guadalajara and look at other states that don’t figure on 
the national scene in the way these two cities do.

Nelly Richard: What’s known as “dislocation” is not unlike breaking up a 
framework. We’d need to look at the relationship between “de-centering” 
and “dislocation;” it’s there that we could talk about some sort of political 
act. There’s no one way to respond to this. For example, at Mexico’s National 
Autonomous University, the relationship between center and outer limits 
has its own particular characteristics. What is the relationship between the 
framework and its edges? I don’t think there’s only one response to that 
question. 
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Doris Salcedo
The Vision Of The Vanquished Is An Inward Looking Gaze
Doris Salcedo is a Colombian artist whose sculptures and installations work as a 

cultural and political archaeology, that explore issues of violence and mourning. 

In 2007-2008 she produced Shibboleth which is widely considered among the 

most important interventions that have taken place in the Turbine Hall of Tate 

Modern in London. 

Beatriz Gonzáles 
Discovery and Memory
Beatriz González is considered one the most important contemporary painters in 

Latin America, but her countribution as historian, critic and polemicist is equally 

important. She was Visual Arts advidors of the  Banco de la República. (1985-2008) 

y  and art and history curator of the National Museum of Colombia (1989-2004).

Magdalena Jitrik 
Never touch a paintbrush without a good reason
Magdalena Jitrik is a visual artist. In 2002 she created the Taller Popular de 

Serigrafía along with Mariela Scafati and Diego Posadas.  In 2009 her anthologi-

cal exhibition Red de Espionaje was shown at the Museo de Bellas Artes de Bahía 

Blanca, Argentina.

II. Experiences from the periphery  





I want to thank Cuauhtémoc Medina for this invitation to share the 
stage with my teacher, Beatriz González, who—as you’ll see as this con-
versation progresses—has been a point of origin and a constant inspira-
tion for my work, and who, with tremendous generosity and clarity of 
mind, was instrumental in everyone’s formation—in the formation of 
every Colombian artist of my generation.   
 A group of young art students taught us the importance of an his-
torical understanding, allowing us to recognize the forces that produced 
and gave form not only to artistic movements, but also to political ones as 
well. We learned to use history as a weapon against cultural amnesia.
 When Beatriz González says, “I do underdeveloped painting for an 
underdeveloped country,” she affirms her work is linked to a specific 
time and place. Just like saying “my painting is a provincial art that has 
no currency except as a curiosity,” or declaring herself to be a “provin-
cial” painter, Beatriz González makes the margins a choice, or as Holland 
Cotter writes, she turns the periphery into a badge of pride.
 Maybe that’s the most important lesson I learned from her: she 
taught me to be an artist on the periphery. 
 I am a political artist who lives and works in the Third World. As 
such, political conflicts and power structures not only constitute the 
center of my work, they also define the perspective from which my work 
is elaborated and for that reason all my work is constructed based on 

Doris Salcedo
The Vision Of The Vanquished Is An Inward Looking Gaze

Left: Doris Salcedo, Installation for the 8th International Istanbul Biennial, 2003



78 what Miguel León Portillo has called the vision of the vanquished. Today I’ll 
be presenting my work, but I’ll only undertake an extensive analysis of 
three pieces, since these works are almost literally constructions of politi-
cal space. I understand the political as a space of antagonism, conflict and 
disagreement. My intention with these works, therefore, is not only to con-
struct sculpture or installations, but also events that define political spaces.

“The vision of the vanquished” is an inward looking gaze. Reyes Mate 
says victims see ruins that hide progress and modernity. Victims see 
things differently. They see what the rest of us don’t want to see, but that 
nevertheless forms an essential part of our reality. Victims don’t just live 
in the past: their experience endures and transforms our reality. They 
form part of a reality that has been silenced. 
 My work is based on historical data; it’s work that takes place in the 
present; yet I’d like to demonstrate the impossibility of fixing what’s hap-
pened in the past. Artistic redemption does not exist. I vainly try to recu-
perate what irreversible.

Walter Benjamin wrote that the key element to memory isn’t a neutral 
reception of the past, but rather its danger. Memory is an appropriation 
of the past “exactly as it flashes out in a moment of danger.” Memory 
is a threat to the present in that it reveals the present to be inscribed in 
oblivion of ruins and pain. 
 More than just inert, silent pieces, I see my work as an action. It’s a 
useless action, to be sure; how could anyone put reality back together? It’s 
a vain effort to reestablish the presence of the victim in our current times. 
 The works are pure absence. Reyes Mate writes that every murder 
creates an absence in our society as well as a responsibility in us with re-
gard to the absent. It’s what Benjamin called “weak messianic power,” the 
responsibility that becomes political mourning. Every one of my works is 
an act of mourning.  
 My work is based on the most extreme events of our day. It centers 
on political violence, human fragility and how those who hold power ma-
nipulate lives and experiences. The work emerges based on the experience 
of those who’ve been robbed of their humanity. 

I live in Colombia, a country at war and currently one of sundry epicenters 
for catastrophe. One place among many where catastrophe appears to be 
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79an ongoing fact of life. My work takes up the fact that we are obliged to 
live under the permanent shadow of war—war’s shadows fall over ev-
eryone’s actions, because war establishes an order from which we cannot 
escape; war becomes a totalizing experience. Nothing lies outside war. 
 Emmanuel Levinas says that war is the most demoralizing form of re-
ality: “in war, reality destroys the words and images that disguise it, hides 
its nakedness and harshness.” ‘Hard realities’ smacks of pleonasm. Levinas 
isn’t interested in limited notions of violence like killing or wounding an 
individual, but rather in war as a radical intrusion into people’s lives. War 
compels people to take on roles in which they can no longer recognize 
themselves. War makes people betray their very identities.
 Jacques Rancière writes “the new historical subject is none other 
than the people and groups who die silently, ignored and unheard, but 
whose voices continue to command history’s attention by means of their 
repressed presence.”

My work is dedicated to those victims who, in the eyes of power struc-
tures, are seen as excess, invisible and residual population. It’s based on 
the experiences of those whom Jacques Rancière calls “the part that plays 
no part in community; the ones who have no space in political space, nor 
any participation in the economic sphere.” My work is relegated to a space 
on the geographic, political and economic periphery.
 The first step I take when I begin a new piece is to address the person 
to whom I’ll dedicate that work: a victim of political violence. Every work 
begins as a testimony of a particular experience. Every work moves toward 
a victim, but during the process of the work’s elaboration, I’m obliged to 
leave that person’s experience intact. I shouldn’t touch it. As an artist, I 
shouldn’t actually get to it—I can just orient myself toward it. 

Emmanuel Levinas writes that the victim “isn’t just a collaborator and 
neighbor to our works of cultural expression, nor just a customer for our 
artistic production, but is also our interlocutor. The victim is the indi-
vidual that expression expresses, that celebration celebrates, and is as much 
the iteration of that orientation as he/she is its meaning.” Levinas goes 
on to say that cultural expression is a relationship with the person whom 
I express in expression, and whose presence is required if my gesture of 
cultural production can really be produced. The person to whom I express 
what I express is, fundamentally, feeling and intelligibility, because he/she 
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80 lends his/her experience to my expression. More precisely, my work refers 
to the experiences of the Other. In his etymological analysis of the word, 
Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe writes that experience comes from the Latin ex-
periri, meaning “to confirm or test,” as well as from the Latin periri, mean-
ing “danger” and “risk,” and finally from the Indo-European per, meaning 
“to cross.” This experience means to traverse danger. Experience, by defi-
nition, is related to an event that has already occurred.
 Nevertheless, this traversal of danger, this experience, isn’t mine. It’s 
the experience of those on life’s edges, along its borders or on its periph-
ery, in the epicenter of catastrophe. I think that in order not to condemn 
these experiences to the silence and isolation of a traumatized victim, this 
singular experience ought to be inscribed in a memory—in a work of art.
 Still, the experiences I try to focus on in my work are not anecdotes; 
they are direct life experiences. They are the memory of an ever-vanish-
ing experience, of the void created by oblivion. The work of art concerns 
precisely that which is not an event; it points towards an event. As poet 
Paul Celan said, it’s the road to a fountain but the fountain will always 
be inaccessible. 
 My work doesn’t tell stories or narrate events, it doesn’t recount his-
tory nor is it a nostalgic narration of past events. It represents the absence 
of lived experience. It veers from lived experience to become what Celan 
calls a lyric memento of what is far off and in another place, of what is 
foreign to us; a reminder of the presence of the strange in our midst, as a 
vain attempt to mitigate intolerance. 

6 and 7 November 1985
On 6 and 7 November 1985, a guerilla commando team forcibly took 
control of Colombia’s Supreme Court Building in less than an hour. 
The army responded in an equally violent manner and as a result, a 
two-day total war broke out in downtown Bogotá. Approximately 126 
people died, including the court’s justices. The building caught fire. 
Few human remains were found. Just ashes. Seventeen years later, on 
6 and 7 November 2002, I presented this ephemeral work on the new 
Supreme Court’s façade. This act of memory began on 6 November at 
11:35 am, the time when the first victim, a security guard, was killed. At 
that moment, an empty chair was slowly lowered along the Supreme 
Court building’s southeastern façade. This action was repeated several 
times during two full days, the same amount of time the battle had 
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81raged. During this act, I almost completely covered the two stone-
walls that make up the façade, to outline a specific time and space of 
commemoration. 
 The work is a topography of war and is profoundly inscribed in 
daily life, in spite of the fact it represents an extreme experience: the point 
at which life’s normal conditions end and war begins can no longer be 
clearly discerned. An image, wherein the private and the political clash, 
produces a total sensation of bewilderment. 
 The idea is to present an image that approximates the existential re-
alities of death, loss and void—the legacies of war. An image that respects 
the tension between remembering and forgetting, where survivors and 
the bereaved can debate, year after year. The image I propose is situated at 
the intersection between a desire to remember and the impulse to forget.  

Abyss
A work I did in the Castello de Rivoli, is inscribed in a space that has an 
absolute, totalitarian character. The Castello is, explicitly, an architecture 
of power. Space becomes a fundamental category for any kind of power; it 
represents its strength, social order and objectives.
 Abyss permits exploration that leads to a discovery of the genesis of 
space. It’s a tool for decoding the space’s history and nature, which was, 
of course, a place for political actions and in itself constituted a center of 
power. 
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82  Abyss draws attention to the excessive burden the powerful impose 
on subject people, and emerges from extensive research on slavery-like 
contemporary labor in Europe, on top of, reflected in, or present in social 
conditions that allow it and promote its existence. In a first instance, I 
analyzed how immigration, in the developed world, is solely perceived as 
a problem. Opinion surveys assert that there is a consensus among most 
citizens of the so-called “first world”: they see immigrants as the perpetra-
tors of inexplicable evils—as the sources of all the problems these societ-
ies suffer. 

The immigrant is not only hemmed in by his appearance; he has been 
stripped of all humanity. A rejection of the immigrant’s status as human 
being, the fact his political refugee status, or even his status as a worker, 
has been erased makes manifest that he is an object of hate. The immi-
grant, exposed to brutal economic rationalities, and to the abject nature 
of post-industrial urban life, does not inhabit the first world. Levinas has 
changed “I think, therefore I am” to “I inhabit, therefore I am”. To inhabit 
is to exist. Levinas even goes further: to inhabit is to be in a place where 
one is welcome. 
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83The proliferation of slavery-like servitude and the reappearance of do-
mestic workers, sex workers and indeed, servile, vulnerable and poorly 
paid work, etc. makes clear just how possible it is to treat human beings 
like garbage. 

The general tendency toward segregation, disintegration and racism is 
identified by the space Abismo seeks to outline, a space that doesn’t just 
contain but also controls the body it covers.

The work is suspended in dead time. This is not a present time, construct-
ed on continual instances, but is rather an immobilized extension of time. 
Within the work, the compiling of memories is suspended. The silence is 
radical. And I hope it involves us in what’s happening. 

Shibboleth
With this work I sought to orient Turbine Hall’s modernist space at Tate 
Modern toward the unbridgeable gap that separates the human from the 
sub-human. 
 Shibboleth is a negative space alluding to the negation of non-Euro-
peans in modern history. There is a parallel history running alongside 
the history of modernity, its opposite and untold dark side: the history 
of racism. 

Seen as an exclusively European phenomenon, modernity is the cultiva-
tion of the human mind, through an exercise of reason and a study of the 
classics whose principal proposal was the creation of a homogeneous, 
rational and beautiful society. This has been the official version of the 
history of modernity, a version where colonial and imperial history is un-
known, marginalized or simply eliminated.
 Forgetting imperial adventures has taken on an active role in form-
ing the image Europe has of itself. Paul Gilroy says this image mitigates 
the ethical debt Europe owes the rest of the planet and as well, allows for 
an extension of the privileges that racial hierarchies have institutionalized. 
 Non-Europeans or, as they’re now known, “post-colonial peo-
ples,” are perceived, generally, as a sole vector of decline, capable of 
putting the historical and cultural legacy that gave form to European 
identity at risk. 
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84 Shibboleth is an attempt to make reference to that part of the world that 
has been excluded from the history of modernity and kept on the margins 
of Western culture. At the same time I am aware that there’s nothing new 
in all this; I simply wish to take up this issue from the museum perspec-
tive, by analyzing the role that art has played in the formation of moral 
and human-beauty stereotypes, given that Western art developed such 
a restrictive ideal of humanity that excluded all non-Europeans from the 
category of human. The stereotype was fundamental to the development 
of racism as a school of thought. 

We’re told racism is the symptom of a contemporary malaise, but phi-
losopher Jacques Rancière states that it is the illness itself “the disease, in 
effect, of consensus, and the loss of any metric for understanding other-
ness. It is the transformation of the Other to the frenzied point of pure 
racist rejection.” 
 The work is absolute indifference. No cultural ornament attenuates 
the desolation and misery to which it alludes.
 It’s an unwelcome and—apparently—uncontrolled work. It appears 
in the Turbine Hall. It’s having happened seems to be the product of an 
irrational event that moves across a rationalist construction. Its presence 
unnerves Turbine Hall the same way immigrants upset consensus and 
homogeneity in European society. Within Western tradition, the unwel-
come element that interrupts development and progress is the immi-
grant—he who doesn’t share an identical identity and who has nothing 
in common with the community.

I center myself along that limit because I believe it marks the place from 
where an artist today can address the experience of the vast majority of 
human beings. As philosopher Giorgio Agamben explained: “When the 
subject becomes aware of his own ruin, life goes on—maybe amid the in-
famy in which it existed—but it goes on.” Similarly, art allows for human-
ity to continue. Therefore in these pieces I see not only the memories of a 
repressed existence, but also an immemorial ethos. Beyond biographical 
elements, art confers a testimony of life on us all.
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Beatriz González
Discovery and Memory

Introduction
In 1972, The Bogotá Museum of Modern Art asked art critic Marta Traba 
for a catalogue introduction for the rather spartanly named dual exhibi-
tion Beatriz González / Luis Caballero, which was to take place in February 
1973. Back then, Marta Traba lived in Caracas, and sent a brief introduc-
tion and questionnaire, “certain that nothing could better present the 
artists than the answers to the survey questions themselves.” Like almost 
everything, this has a back-story, albeit a brief one:

The ten questions Marta Traba sent simultaneously to Luis Caballero in 
Paris and to me, in Bogotá, were different. I limited myself to very short 
responses—a quick “yes” or “no”—and added a few simple explana-
tions. Once I was ready to send them, I got an emotional letter from Luis, 
in which he’d sent me his responses because he wasn’t certain of their 
validity. Like always, he full of doubts. When I read the responses, I was 
quite frightened. Not because of what he’d said—which was well written, 
thoughtful and prolific—but because of my own responses’ simplicity. 
I returned to my own questionnaire and expanded my answers. I spoke 
in terms that weren’t so common in the arts: temperature, excess, disso-
nance and, from the very first question, I insisted that the goal of my text 
was to express “the joy of underdevelopment.”

Left: The artist next to the work I was born in Firenze when my portrait was painted (this phrase 
is pronounced in a soft and quiet voice), enamel over metal sheet assembled on wooden furni-
ture, 1974



88 What was I trying to say? The year before I’d participated in the São Paulo 
Biennial, where my own work, consisting of painted metal furniture, had 
caused a bit of a stir among the young attendees and in the press, but that 
the judges had hated. That’s when I understood my work could have cur-
rency, but only as a curiosity. The galleries in Ibirapuera Park were full of 
conceptual art, political art, and tired cinetismo (op art). In fact, the bien-
nial prize had gone to one of Canogar’s prisoner pieces. At the same time 
I’d presented another furniture grouping in Buenos Aires at a collective 
show. The only happy memory I retain from that show is that soon after-
wards, I got a letter from the director of the Museum of Modern Art Willy 
Whitelow, who asked me to get in touch with Abraham Moles, because he 
was quite interested in my work. I never did it, nor did I know I was deal-
ing with the distinguished Ulm-School philosopher who had studied the 
world of objects and images.

With furniture—and without intending to do so—I had established a coun-
ter-position in relation to international art. I’d said in the Traba interview 
that our nations were running a fever, that our society was excessive and dis-
sonant and that our art was cursed by the idea that “Art is international.”

Marta Traba wrote the text for my second São Paulo Biennial catalogue in 
1971. It underscores the role of marginality. It was the first time in South 
America that marginality had been spoken of as a strategy: “The marginal-
ized Latin American artist has two options: either gesture with so much 
effectiveness from behind an inhabitant, slavishly imitating each of his 
movements, or, that he be allowed to act like a valet or even become con-
fused with the help. And of course, his servile condition being no secret, he 
should accept it with humor, living happily in accordance with the popular 
saying, truer every day in Latin America, that ‘there’s no such thing as a 
little enemy’”.1 We should remember that, years later, Traba referred to the 
São Paulo Biennial “as the first and principal internationalization vehicle in 
Latin American art, since it brought about the extinction of identities and 
shifted artistic values away from expression and towards compulsion.”2 

Episode 1: A Newspaper Photograph
The first episode took place in the midst of a personal crisis where I was 
feeling like some “nice married lady who paints.” In the search for a way 
out, by pure chance, I spotted a picture in the newspaper and I turned it 
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89into a painting. It was called Los suicidas del Sisga (The Sisga Suicides). This 
initiated a process based on rejecting implementation in an aesthetic sense, 
and stripping elements from painting that were traditionally considered 
inherent to it. The painting’s theme and subject matter were successively 
stripped away. I started taking up photo-reportage and popular print imag-
es as themes. Oil on canvas was too refined and it was necessary to replace 
them. I substituted commercial sheet-metal fencing for fine Belgian canvas 
and replaced precious oil paints with synthetic varnishes and glazes. 

In front of the building where I then lived, there was a parking garage 
called Libertador (“the liberator”) that had an image of Simón Bolívar 
painted on one of its fences. (In those days, Bogotá’s fences were made of 
rough metal, and not very big—quite different from how they are today. 
One day I asked a man who manufactured fences in a garage that was also 
a public parking lot to make me two metal supports that featured images 
of the Colombian flag along their edges.) 

I remember I took a clipping from El Tiempo newspaper and I made a 
version I called Apuntes para la historia extensa (Notes on Extended History) 
since an Historia extensa de Colombia (Extended History of Colombia) had 
just been published. Producing the images caused some trouble with the 
National Academy of History: they considered them disrespectful and an 
offence to the nation’s Founding Fathers, since they were copies of certain 
canvases that I wasn’t familiar with at the time.  
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90 Episode 2: The miracle of the Martyrs and the Jesus of Monserrate
One day I went with my husband, an architect, to buy construction mate-
rials in a neighborhood called Los Mártires (“the martyrs”), that’s famous 
for an obelisk that commemorates heroes from Colombia’s wars of inde-
pendence. I found a metal bed for sale there, painted to resemble wood. It 
was called a “Cama radio” (“radio bed”) because it contained an overhead 
space for a radio; it also had another space made of corrugated, hammered 
glass where there was a small lamp. We bought it without exactly know-
ing why. At home I’d just finished a painting on sheet metal, to be wall 
mounted, that depicted the Jesus of Monserrate. As I was wondering what 
we were going to do with the bed, I thought to take the painting and rest 
it on the head and footboards and as luck would have it, it was a perfect 
fit. The painting measured 1 m 20 wide and the bed measured 1 m 20. It 
was the invention of Beatriz González furniture. The moment still seems 
magical to me. 

I arrived at furniture before theory, through stripping art of its “excel-
lence.” The easel that once supported the canvas and frames of my old 
paintings was exchanged for everyday, mass-produced furniture. I didn’t 
paint the furnishings themselves, I just acquired them and assembled 
a painting that depicted a theme that rounded out the piece’s meaning. 
Later we discovered a furniture factory and we were able design products 
that weren’t available commercially, like tables. Factory painters simulated 
wood and marble and that was what fascinated me—the “faking of mate-
rials”: wood wasn’t wood; marble wasn’t marble; it was about the power 
of simulation. The rules were simple: whatever would lie on one side 
was to be placed in a bed or a cradle; night tables would get religious or 
family-use objects and tables would be painted with still-lifes.  
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91Now themes weren’t developed based on artworks, like, say, The Last 
Supper, but rather based on popular prints made by Molinari, a printer in 
Cali, that were sold at religious article stores. The printer, Molinari, would 
decide to intervene in Leonardo’s work and put the painter in the scene, 
depicted as Christ’s disciple. People knew Leonardo’s Last Supper, which 
was not the same. Not even Leonardo was the same Leonardo. 

With time the furniture varied. The objects themselves suggested to me 
what should be painted. At the same time, the themes dictated to me in 
exactly what piece of furniture they be placed. Where should you put a 
Raphael Madonna or Manet’s The Piper?
 
Episode 3: Impressionism on Jiménez Avenue
Walking down downtown Bogotá’s Jiménez Avenue one day, next to 
the Hotel Continental, I found a display window with food items inside: 
macaroons, marquesitas and other little pastries; there was a wrinkled 
old Salvat encyclopedia volume dedicated to Manet there, too, and there 
were sweets boxes on top. It was horrifying to see one of the nineteenth 
century’s most marvelous artworks turned into yet another piece of mer-
chandise. When I saw it, I thought it looked like a wrinkled circus tent. So 
I decided right then and there not to make any more furniture and start 
producing huge canvases, that I called telones. I bought fabric and vinyl. 
Commercial acrylics produced a matte color.  When I was invited to the 
Venice Biennial the theme was “Art and Nature,” so I worked on telones 
for the biennial. I took impressionist works as models because I wanted 
to say “This is what remains of fragile, mutable nature.”
 That’s where the telones came from. The largest measure 12 x 7 
meters. Walking along Bogotá’s bustling Avenida 19, that’s full of street 
vendors, I found sexually oriented notices posted on the ground that 
were illustrated with artworks. Ingres’s The Turkish Bath or Vermeer’s The 
Letter, the most exquisite of the lot, had been stuck right on the sidewalk. 
I wondered, “What’s going on with international art in underdeveloped 
countries or—as economists put it—in developing nations? How does 
art get to us?” Then it didn’t arrive in perfect condition as it does now over 
the internet or on all those TV channels. So my contribution to the 28th 
Venice Biennial was called Las transformaciones que sufre una obra de arte 
en un país subdesarrollado (The Transformations a Work of Art Suffers in an 
Underdeveloped Country). It was with this sensibility that I put together 10 
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92 metros de Renoir (10 Meters of Renoir). I sold it by linear centimeter like a plas-
tic curtain on which I’d used a color sponge to paint Monet’s Water Lilies. 

At the end of 1970, I decided to do my last work based on an historical 
piece, Picasso’s Guernica, called Mural para fábrica socialista (Mural for a 
Socialist Factory). I found a medium that I liked: a square panel for a drop 
ceiling. I commissioned twelve 2.3 x 2 meter panels. The idea was to be-
gin on the same day Picasso began Guernica, but I confess I started a little 
earlier. I decided to keep a diary. I was Picasso, and this time I’d produce 
the work but on a different material. That’s why I say, “Today I began the 
Guernica.” It happened in a studio that was in the basement of the Torres 
del Parque building. The idea matured slowly, in a different way from 
Guernica, it was more drawn out. Things didn’t come together right away. 
That’s when I decided to place two elements at the beginning and the 
end, taken from the façades of certain houses in Bogotá. 
 Near the National University, in certain neighborhoods, people like 
to put checkerboard patterns on their houses’ façades. Sometimes they’re 
smooth and other times they’re done in corrugated stucco or painted 
shades of green and blue. I felt we were making the Guernica our own at 
the same time we were decorating. My “Guernica” is done in synthetic 
varnishes, whereas it’s well known that the Guernica is practically gray. I 
thought: “When someone sees a reproduction of the Guernica, they think 
it’s a black and white photo.”
 My Guernica, that I titled Mural para una fábrica socialista, is blue, 
green and yellow, large-format and a total undertaking. But the most in-
teresting part was the incorporation of Bogotá-style ornamentation

Episode 4: Typography, ink and paste
Poster- and announcement-covered walls, printed notices and special 
decorations started attracting my attention. In search of street poster art, I 

B
ea

tr
iz

 G
on

zá
le

z

B
ea

tr
iz

 G
on

zá
le

z,
 Z

óc
al

o 
de

 la
 tr

ag
ed

ia
 (T

he
 P

lin
th

 o
f T

ra
ge

dy
), 

19
83



93went to the Colombia Carteles poster company and asked them to do sev-
eral prints for me. The work was called El Zócalo de la tragedia y la comedia 
(The Plinth of Comedy and Tragedy). With it, I wanted to express the nature 
of Colombia, a nature that shifts between violence and decoration. With 
those themes in mind I made two posters measuring 1 m x 70 cm. Its col-
ors, as seen in the streets, were dark green, black and burgundy, and some 
were lighter than others, though not because of faulty printing but owing 
to the way the inks were handled. Years before I’d painted President Julio 
César Turbay on a curtain; now I turned him into the symbol of comedy. 
An uxoricide—the murder of a wife by her husband—symbolized trag-
edy. I printed a thousand and I hired specialists to paste them up on the 
streets of Bogotá. It was a printed work on newsprint that paperhangers 
paste up with cassava glue and big sisal brushes. 

The last large-volume paintings I did have to do with above-ground buri-
als constructed on a base of tires, flowerpots and images. They’re called 
Tótem (Totem) and they relate to house decorations and color-glazed 
bricks. The clay flowerpots, decorated with indigenous figures, were later 
incorporated into my iconography.   

Episode 5: The Storming of the Palacio de Justicia 
My trajectory as an artist is divided into two parts: before the storming of 
Colombia’s Palacio de Justicia Supreme Courthouse, and after. When this 
tragedy occurred, I told myself I could never be the same; that I couldn’t 
go on playing pictorial games. We were all witnesses. As Colombians, we 
can never be the same after the Palacio de Justicia siege. Before, my art 
was critical but sanguine, related to works of art from world art history. I 
also told myself I would never paint another version of an international 
artwork. Then I found a photograph in which President Belisario Betancur 
was depicted, surrounded by his cabinet. In the caption, Minister of 
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94 Communiations Noemí Sanín, was saying to Betancur: “Mr. President, we 
are living an historical moment.” They seemed so happy in the Palace, liv-
ing their historical moment, while 200 people had been burned to death, 
including some of Colobmia’s most knowledgeable jurists. It was then I 
took up the drama the whole country was living: military intelligence, the 
narcos, the government, and cruelty in the cities.

After the Palacio de Justicia tragedy, I returned to painting, oil on paper 
and canvas. My theme: the violence we were living and to which we were 
all exposed. Additionally, everything had been contaminated by corrup-
tion: soccer players, workers, and the media.
 I wanted to represent symbols of pain, not paint the dead. I worked 
with crying mothers in the Las delicias (Delights) series, indigenous wom-
en with multi-colored skirts that move, displaced, along rivers. I, as an 
artist, also appear nude, crying. 
 There’s a little doll decoration that you find in public transporta-
tion vehicles in Colombia. She’s in the sun under palm trees. As I found 
out, these dolls come from Miami, and they seemed to me to symbolize 
pleasure. So I proposed creating a symbol of pain, a rival to the girl from 
Miami, who would spread out over meters of canvas. Everything works to 
pinpoint pain by means of symbolic language.

Epilogue
Presently I’m working on two projects. The first is finished and has to 
do with the creation of a female saint. It tries, through broadcast (what 
I call irradiation) and convergence, to approximate Colombia’s current 
tragedies. The irradiation was achieved by means of a print published in 
a periodical that reaches a large portion of the country. Convergence was 
attained via a concentration of the image by means of thematic repetition.   
 The theme is the story of Yolanda Izquierdo, a 43-year-old pro-
vincial leader who was murdered at 2 pm on 31 January 2007. Yolanda 
lived in section 2 of Rancho Grande,3 a lower-class neighborhood in 
Montería. “In recent months, she had spearheaded the restitution of 
thousands of hectares of farmland from a ranch called Las Tangas to 863 
familes. She also collaborated with organizations on behalf of disap-
peared families”.4 A high-level order had expelled peasants from lands 
that they’d been granted in a supposed land reform planned by para-
military leaders in 1991. 
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95 Ondas de Rancho Grande (Rancho Grande Waves) is a project with a 
memory strategy. Grieving processes, such as rites and newspaper articles, 
emit waves as if in a circular history. The image used in this work is a 
photograph taken by journalist Álvaro Sierra, in which Yolanda Izquierdo 
proudly displays maps of the promised lands she expects to recover. 

The second project is a work in progress. In 2002 Doris Salcedo petitioned the 
Bogotá municipal government regarding the fate of mausoleums in the city’s 
Central Cemetery and their role in the conservation of municipal history.
 When the mausoleums served as deposits for human remains, 
mourners would visit them and perform ceremonies—place flower ar-
rangements, offer prayers, recite names aloud, maintain the memorial 
stones—that transcended time. Now they’ve been relieved of that mis-
sion; they stand empty, with no ceremonies, no visitors. Nevertheless they 
have an aura that ought to be recuperated through different kinds of work 
on the part of artists.
 The mausoleum intervention proposal is derived from a 12-meter cloth 
I did in 2006, with drawings in charcoal, called Vista Hermosa (Beautiful View).
  The work presents a funeral procession where the pallbearers, out-
lined in black silhouette, begin to disappear, turning gray until they be-
come a line that explodes and disappears.
 In the current piece, the pallbearers wear funerary cloaks represent-
ing Colombian territories. The cloaks worn by the dead are plastic, canvas 
or hammocks. As the procession advances, the icons of the pallbearers 
move through the calm of the jungle.
 Plaques are placed on each the 8957 urns; instead of listing the 
names of the dead, they bear figures of the pallbearers. So reiteration and 
the simplicity of the icon invite viewers to remember for themselves.

Notas

1 Marta Traba in Catálogo para la XI Bienal de San Pablo, Brasil. Colombia Beatriz 
González, 1971.

2 Marta Traba, Dos décadas vulnerables de las artes plásticas latinoamericanas. 
1950-1973. Siglo XXI Publishers, Mexico City, 1973.

3 In an artícle from El Tiempo, the neighborhood is called “Mi ranchito”.

4 Semana, Februray 5, 2007. p.34.
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Magdalena Jitrik 
Never touch a paintbrush without a good reason

I wonder why I became a artist, or why—or how—the works I did came 
about, and I decided to trace the movements and events of my life that led 
me to the visual arts and the particular themes that ended up asserting 
themselves in my work.
 I’ve gone down forks in the road that presented themselves along the 
way, and left bits of myself—sort of waiting for something—at places, to 
then go down one of the other roads where those bits had been abandoned 
at some other time. So this reading will not be chronological. It has leaps 
forward and backward in time, with themes that will come and go. 
I’m looking for details that stand out and that can bear witness to human 
events, and I’ll try to represent them:
 Based on all that, I established a personal ethic wherein art stops be-
ing an area of privilege and moves on to serve a political/aesthetic func-
tion; a personal (perhaps pointless) contribution to the revolution, to the 
construction of new values, that can be summed up in Victor Grippo’s pro-
gram: “Till art and work can be united in an unique human ritual.”
 Then I constructed a production- and materials-selection system that 
allowed me to maintain my independence and develop my work, strictly 
with the media, materials and tools I have within reach. Apart from paint-
ing, I got into constructions with stone, adobe and cement blocks; then 
reed and cornstalk weaving. These are materials with cultural memory, 
symbolic in themselves. One constant along these lines has been the use 

Left: Magdalena Jitrik, Meeting/Red Cloud Army, acrylic on canvas, 2008



98 of methodologies and political propaganda formats like flyers, flags and 
protest banners. 

Somehow, as an artist, I concern myself with showing what I’ve seen or 
imagined. The difficulty of that task is constituted in the quality my objects 
evince.  
 
Dreaming is for everyone. In dreams, we’re all artists; we create images, 
we’re extraordinary and we live extraordinary things. The next day… 
there’s nothing… our lives.

But whoever finds himself upset, or moved, by a dream needs to prolong 
that state of being, its sensation, the brilliance of its images. Art could be 
the attempt to prolong—to reproduce—the dream state within daily life. 
Art is the product of attempts at representing the imagination, or percep-
tion itself, and, within that attempt, an object is produced. It is a more ef-
fective story than the story of a dream. 
 Memory is the same, art could be a condensation of memory in mate-
rial, sonic or luminous form. Art shows something we’ve all seen, or felt. 
With something extra—unexpected and new—and that’s where you find 
the artist. 

Political movements, above all the ones produced in the form of a destruc-
tive wind, produce a displacement of the ordinary, just as in dreams. Reality 
is transfigured. Just as exceptional as dreams, situations of mass movement 
have always attracted me. 

I work with people’s souls, as well as the souls of things, filtered through 
the repertory of my creations. I see the light of certain things and try to 
reproduce it in my work. I saw a guitar, I saw a basket, I saw paintings, 
I saw mass movements, I saw scenes that gave off light, I read texts that 
identified me. Drawings with text sought to represent my emotions as I 
read them. They were paragraphs that went right through me. Then draw-
ing was a call to action: read this.
 That’s what my work is: an attempt to present my images, my vi-
sions, my ideals, my desperation and my solitude. The possibility of shar-
ing relief.
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99When I got to Mexico in 1974, at the age of eight, it marked my third resi-
dence in a new nation. I was born in Buenos Aires, twelve days before the 
1966 coup d’état, the first event that altered my family’s path. Months 
later, the dictatorship laid off my father from the University of Córdoba. 
The following year, we sailed for France, where my father accepted a job 
as a literature professor. I have scant memories of my life in France, but 
through photos and stories, my parents’ European adventure and the po-
litical events of those years—like May 1968 or the death of Che Guevara in 
1969—are there in the background of my life. 

In 1970 we returned to Argentina, the same year armed movements came 
on the scene. From these years I remember that politics was completely 
dominated by conversations that they, my parents, would have, as well as 
mass movements we attended, where I liked to collect flyers I’d pick up 
from the ground, later to be pasted into a sort of scrapbook. 

Political struggles were acute, not just due to armed conflict: all of society 
was mobilized, culminating in the September 1973 elections. A year later, 
in October 1974, we left for Mexico, in the first wave of exiles, produced by a 
constitutional government that was already practicing state terrorism. 

Fleeing to Mexico once again changed my destiny. From the very first I pro-
posed to accept it as a form of love for Mexico—and the fight against dic-
tatorship in my country. On the one hand, in order to grow up in complete 
liberty, and on the other, to find other people and circumstances that are 
absolutely the reason I’m here today. 

To begin with, my first school had its own origin another exile: that of the 
Spanish in Mexico after the Spanish Civil War. They put us in the Colegio 
Madrid, already home to a number of Chileans who’d arrived after the 
overthrow of Salvador Allende. At the Madrid School they immersed me in 
the pride of having been expelled from fascism. Then in 1980, at another 
school, the Centro Activo Freire, I connected with the entire Latin American 
exile community, where the notion that all dictatorships are really one was 
consolidated for me. 

Visits to Trotsky’s house were a special event in my family. Somehow the 
figure of Leon Davidovitch synthesized Argentine destiny—the expulsion, 

N
ev

er
 to

uc
h 

a 
pa

in
tb

ru
sh

 w
ith

ou
t a

 g
oo

d 
re

as
on



100 the suppression of its revolutionary political project and the disappearance 
of its children. The house’s physiognomy, its objects, all dedicated to po-
litical struggle, is an atmosphere that was somehow transmitted to my in-
stallation Ensayo de un Museo Libertario (Essay on an Anarchist Museum).

When I was putting together my installation at the Federación Libertaria 
[Anarchist Federation], I thought, “I am that house.”

That’s how I began the Domingo Trama and Ramiro García drawings. 

It was a moment of condensation…starting with the 1995 premiere of the 
film Tierra y Libertad (Land and Freedom). I began to frequent the Federación 
Libertaria Argentina [Argentinian Anarchist Federation], in search of anar-
chist literature; to find, philosophically, a system of ideas that during the 
90s had been given over for dead, along with every other revolutionary 
ideology. The 90s were years of disdain for utopias; years for negating his-
tory’s revolutions and for negating history itself. 

Within that climate, my work had no possibility of finding an audience. 
There was something in it that referred to other times and that very few 
people cared to remember. As well, my paintings had to fight against an 
avalanche of pronouncements regarding the death of painting. One time I 
thought, “I need a revolution; I need the world to change so my work can 
be seen.” 

So, one day, having seen Ken Loach’s Land and Freedom and then after at-
tending a May Day anarchist assembly in Plaza Once, I thought that the 
literary form of political manifestoes, of declarations of principles, could be 
recuperated in the form of an unredeemed, disobedient attitude. The 90s 
were the years of consolidation for “due obedience,” whose mere formula-
tion seems immoral to us today.
 So I took the first step: I applied a certain kind of phrase to the titles 
of seven paintings from that time, under the general title of Manifiesto 
(Manifesto).

My visits to the fla grew more frequent; I collaborated on archiving tasks; 
and that’s when the idea of putting together a small museum first came 
up. If nothing else, placing some historic objects into a display case. We 
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101chose a display case that was full of papers. Among them I found the com-
plete documentation for the 1956-1957 strike carried out by the Naval Yard 
Construction Workers for a six-hour shift.

I began to read press communiqués, one after the other. They recounted 
the strike’s day-to-day events: the problems, the assemblies, the latest 
news; they are typewritten sheets in carbon-paper quadruplicate; they’re 
signed by Domingo Trama, Union Press Secretary.

There are some amazing paragraphs. I found this passage about the death 
of a worker in Rosario, during a strike-breaking incident. Ramiro García, 
originally from Spain, a combatant and survivor from the Spanish Civil 
War. The text itself was very emotional and strident, and at a certain point 
decries, “he came come to Argentina only to have a dark authoritarian in-
strument wipe out his existence, at a time when it might have been ex-
pected that workers’ struggles might not encounter such sinister opposi-
tion on the part of authoritarian instruments along with the regrettable 
participation of official institutions.”
 As I read this, I realized I wanted to have those texts. So I grabbed 
some papers that I found there along with a typewriter, and I began to copy 
passages from communiqués that led to a series of drawings, “Compañero 
Ramiro García” (“Comrade Ramiro García”) and “Compañero Domingo 
Trama” (“Comrade Domingo Trama”). That same text told of another dra-
matic event from that strike: Trama’s three-month imprisonment. 
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102 Just as soon as I took the typewriter, I was Domingo Trama. That’s how a 
typewriter became the transference instrument for the texts’ intensity or 
the intensity of my readings. Doing the drawings was also an exercise in 
stabilizing and solidifying them, like some ritual act—the repetition of the 
event itself in my imagination. 
 At the fla I also found La Protesta’s letterhead from the 1950s. It was 
fantastic to use that letterhead as a medium for a contemporary work. La 
Protesta was one of the first newspapers published in Argentina at the end 
of the nineteenth century.

I could define this sensation as a possession by ghosts from other times, 
as a determining factor in the production of my work. If this isn’t present, 
then I do nothing—I prefer to do nothing.

I remember back then I imposed a strict condition on myself: never touch a 
paintbrush unless I had a really good reason for doing so.

In the meantime, I painted my pictures—that were sort of an Arp/Leger/
Malevich/Aizenberg remix—which created a strange temporality within 
their contemporary setting.
 That’s why I’ve repeated Malevich paintings, as if to proclaim my ad-
hesion to his work. When I see an artwork, I am that artwork. The object 
represents me. 

Parenthetically, I’d like to mention Roberto Aizenberg here. He was the 
first painter I knew, when I was seven. 
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103 In 1994 I reactivated that relationship and had a number of discus-
sions with him. This time I allowed myself to be influenced and I adopted, 
to a certain degree, his political/artistic program. After he died, I painted the 
“Revueltas” painting series, believing myself to be him. 

In my 1997 Revueltas (Uprisings) show, I put names and dates of uprisings 
and revolutions I’d managed to study—some resonated with anarchism, 
others with guerrilla actions—into the works’ titles: the extraordinary 
“Mexican Revolution”, “Kronstadt 1921”, some phrases taken from Albert 
Camus. “Neither victims nor executioners,” “Either Utopia or War.”

The Kronstadt affair is a very sad story. It makes reference to the drama of 
rupture from within the left. A commune emerges within the revolution 
and the revolution crushes the commune. This fact weighs heavily on me, 
to be sure. Today’s socialism should focus on overcoming this wound, to 
re-appropriate its symbolic power and its potential for the future.

I must speak of fissures within the left, because that is what I have wit-
nessed and, I would, say, studied during my five years of political mili-
tancy from 2002 to 2007, when I organized and contributed to events 
like the Asamblea Popular de San Telmo (San Telmo People’s Assembly), 
Arte y Confección en apoyo a la fábrica Brukman (Art and Tayloring for 
the Brukman Factory), or the Taller Popular de Serigrafía (The People’s 
Silkscreen Workshop) (tps), and which at the same time was a credential 
for participating in political meetings where acts and activities, as well as 
the spaces in which we sought to make a contribution, were organized. 
My personal and extremely ambitious objective, infused with a real anxi-
ety to succeed, was providing the left with a complex and effective visual 
discourse capable, precisely, of bringing together the masses. My utopia 
pointed as well, to a visual discourse that could put the fragments of di-
vision back together again, and to fight for power based on a previously 
unknown situation in Argentina in 2002 that took the form of economic 
crisis: the rise of recuperated factories, movement on the part of the un-
employed, classist labor unions, popular assemblies, artists’ collectives, 
alternative media, leftist political parties. 

For me it was a political adventure to try to explain these ideas about the 
visual in front of interlocutors who are not part of the art world. But that’s 
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104 one of the places—and I think this is lamentable—where the art of Cold 
War Communist parties, hovering somewhere between the Picasso-esque 
and Muralism, is still legitimate. 
 In the course of the hundreds of demonstrations in which I partici-
pated, I conceived of a hypothesis about which a column could become 
a complete Mass Communication Medium, where people, as they move 
about the city, are the channels. What it was really all about was using po-
litical methodologies for art. Back then things got so inverted that art came 
to intervene in politics. It was a very favorable moment for me. 
 That was how the tps constituted a method for the production of col-
lective artwork, built on top of an exquisite cadaver. We based ourselves on 
popularly used colors and typefaces. In reality, those original mass images 
were a source of inspiration. 

The People’s Silkscreen Workshop (tps) came about as an initiative on the 
part of two artists, Mariela Scafati and Diego Posadas, friends who joined 
the same assembly I was in. We combined our desires to participate in the 
assemblies of summer 2002, an impressive social phenomenon. Everyone 
wanted to see it with their own eyes: those immense plaza gatherings 
where everything was questioned. Raising your hand and voting at a pop-
ular assembly was a political experience many of us were seeking but we 
hadn’t before found a place to do it. 

In 1987, I took advantage of my last significant stay in Mexico to actively par-
ticipate in the university strike, as a way of saying goodbye to a country that, 
as I said, I loved, but in whose inequities I could not get politically involved. 
 Two weeks after my arrival in Argentina, there was a series of coup 
attempts against the government of President Raúl Alfonsín. Once again I 
had the opportunity to live through a state of unrest and mass gathering: 
the famous activities during Holy Week 1997. The people took to plazas to 
defend democratic government. Democracy struck the first blow. There in 
the plaza, the president announced his settlement with the armed forces 
and soon thereafter the abominable concept of Due Obedience.

Obedience set itself up in every sense during the Menem years. Starting in 
1990, I began studying Art at the Philosophy and Letters department and 
searching for places to present my work. I applied for a Guillermo Kuitca 
endowment in December of the same year, at the same time I opened my 
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105first solo show at the Rojas Museum. Guillermo Kuitca was legitimately 
trying to establish a beachhead for Argentine contemporary art in New 
York. He brought half the world’s population to the workshop. In a certain 
way, we were married to the idea and traveled to New York several times 
with an arsenal of slides, trying our luck. In the case of my work nothing 
happened. I didn’t know how I could do work in tune with the times, nor 
how I could give up painting. Until 1998, I hardly received any proposals 
and/or signs of interest with regard to my work. 

That’s where I was at when I left for France in 1998. There, Philippe 
Cyroulnik, a curator and the director of the Centre de’ Art Contemporain 
de Montbéliard, started following my work somewhat; he’d seen my 
paintings on his two first visits to Buenos Aires. In the art of the South, 
Philippe sees precisely what defines it, what makes it complete and he 
has a link to our history. I and more than forty artists with which he has 
worked over fifteen years have exhibited in Montbéliard, a city no one 
knows, but that has fortunately become a privileged space for viewing 
contemporary Argentine art. 

Philippe is a Trotskyite, and for some reason then unknown to me, he saw 
something in my work. He realized that what I did was not being seen in 
Argentina. He invited me to participate in the L’abstraction et ses territoires 
show and spend four months painting in the east of France. While there, I 
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106 read about Nazism, I carried out a series of drawings with a typewriter, I col-
lected books and readings, I studied histories such as the Warsaw Ghetto 
Uprising. Years later Philippe told me, “Your greatest political gesture is 
your painting.” Today, as then, I believe he’s right, because I believe more 
in art than in anything else. It leads me to ask, whenever I can, the ques-
tion of whether art as a thought system could replace political economy, 
wherein the object of every social organization might be the enjoyment of 
free time, which would include feeling and producing art. So all the energy 
spent today on war could be spent on art.

Years later, New York had lost interest for me: artists I met sought to con-
vince me of the pointlessness of then undertaking work like mine. This 
unanimous negative attracted my attention. But my work was getting more 
and more diverse: there was painting, sculpture in stone, typewriter draw-
ings, super-8 films. I filmed things and then with some of the cartridges 
I’d overexposed I began to do experimental cinema, attacking the celluloid 
with bleaches and dyes. 

Flash forward to 2000: I finally opened up the museum I’d conceived of in 
1996. It had a long name: Ensayo para un Museo Libertario y Homenaje al 1 de 
mayo (Essay on an Anarchist Museum and May Day Homage). The installation 
mixed my paintings, sculptures in stone, typewriter drawings, originals 
and silkscreens, with objects that originally were going to be in the display 
case where I’d found documents from the strike for six-hour shifts. Every 
theme I touched upon at the museum I later returned to, in other formats, 
for the People’s Silkscreen Workshop. 

On 20 December 2001 there was an uprising in Argentina that culminated 
with the fall of the president. That day I saw civilian automobiles pass by 
with snipers who fired guns; I experienced the uprising with camera in 
hand. I was about to finish up my Socialista show when the uprising began. 
It was an experience I lived with great intensity because my show had had 
a certain amount of impact. As always, that’s a bit of nostalgia, but there 
was something else going on in Socialista: an inevitable association with 
socialist realism. 

As if in that year, after all the abstraction, my paintings had been subject to a 
“Soviet” spin. It passed. In 2000, when I was doing the Filles indignes de l’art 
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107concret show, I began a series of portraits based on a number of photos from 
books and periodicals I’d been collecting, though to what end I didn’t exactly 
know, until I did the first painting: workers at Renault. I painted the first of 
the two figures and then, naturally, I brought out the red for the background. 
 Back then I didn’t know what sort of talent I had for portrait paint-
ing. Portraits depend on being able to be the person you’re portraying, 
and somehow reflect the readings you’ve made. There’s a book by Anita 
Lasker, an Auschwitz survivor who—thanks to being a cellist—was al-
lowed to “work” in the concentration camp orchestra and stay alive un-
til the Allied liberation; there’s also Michel Borwicz’s book about the 
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. There’s the case of the underage cigarette ven-
dors, escaped from the ghetto, reassembled as street gangs who managed 
to survive the last year of the Warsaw occupation; many other characters 
were added to the Socialista title as a concept that brought together re-
sourcefulness, solidarity, the fight for survival, disobedience; and those 
are the attitudes that offered a chance to stay alive. It’s Michel Borwicz’s 
concept of “prohibited lives.” 

Another project that emerged starting in 2002 from the uprisings and as-
semblies were the Edificios Palabra (Word Buildings), when my assembly 
proposed constructing a popular commissary. Thinking about a façade, 
a building appears that denotes the program along with the condition 
of the people that inhabit it. The building was called “Libres” (“Free”). 
I developed it in all kinds of formats, except in its real format, which the 
assembly rejected. 

The theme of the strike for a six-hour shift reappears in 2004 in the form 
of a Buenos Aires subway strike. This incident happened just as I was 
putting together the TPS. Personally, I was quite affected by this strike 
because what was nostalgia in 1996 was a reality in 2004: a four-day 
strike that roiled Buenos Aires. We heard an univocal reactionary voice, 
opposed to free time, opposed to decent salaries and absolutely in favor 
of a union bureaucracy that guaranteed labor relations remain exactly as 
they were and, preferably, without any meaningful salary increases or 
improvements.

The strike prevailed, setting a precedent whereby some time later the same 
delegates called the formation of the Movimiento Nacional por la Jornada 
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108 de 6 horas (National Movement for a Six-Hour Workday). Things started 
to really happen. Those papers I’d found came back into play, at full force, 
as part of a real movement, and the door was open to us because absolute-
ly every convocation from the 2001/2006 period would say “we convoke 
organizations for the unemployed, leftist political parties, assemblies, re-
cuperated factories, the student movement, the alternative media, culture 
workers, artists’ collectives”… We became a new class of activists called 
upon to participate in those movements. So we were able to join the Six-
Hour movement, be heard, make proposals, etc. 

That was how I was ale to implement the TPS movement agenda. It was 
up to us to lay out and illustrate bulletins, flyers, banners, and images that 
were put onto tee shirts. I believe it was one of the political activities that 
made the most sense to me, but this time with an equation: time allowance 
for work=less time for work=more time to produce and enjoy art. Society’s 
most valuable aspect would be time—free time. 

I’d like to bring up Karl Marx’s remark, from the movement’s first docu-
ments: “Time is the space where man develops.” Every word in that sen-
tence constitutes a philosophical world in itself. 

The tps’s political experience sought to propose an aesthetic within a 
medium that is not created to be subsequently appropriated by contem-
porary art strategies. As such, the TPS was subject to conflicts with almost 
all the other groups that it came into contact with. Several times we “de-
ratified” agreements from earlier encounters and violated the previously 
established norms. The first May Day act took place in the Plaza de Mayo, 
a place made famous for the eight-hour workday struggle in 1911, on 
another May Day that produced what is known as “Red Week,” during 
which the police fired into the crowd, killing eight workers and wounding 
more than 100…

This pattern of bloody May Day repressions, in different times and in 
different countries, lead me to do the May Day collage-drawings that I 
showed at my most recent exhibition, Fondo de huelga (Strike Fund), in 
2007. My idea was to do them in the format of a political newspaper, 
with one fold and five pages, but the idea came together in three collag-
es, using a technique similar to the one I employed in political prisoner 
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109posters, but this time I attached my own drawings. I found photos of 
the Chicago “martyrs” on the internet—something I’d never seen before. 
They are police photos but their gestures and gazes got to me once more 
and compelled me to portray them again, as I’d done for the “Museo 
Libertario” when I’d painted five portraits whose backgrounds were 
divided by reddish-black diagonals. I’d taken the portraits from an old 
newspaper—they were engravings, but curiously taken from the photos 
that I’m always picking up.
 The project was accompanied by patently propagandistic paintings.
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110 In 2007 I saw a film by Hans Richter called Pintura en movimiento (Painting 
in Movement). I remembered my small foray into experimental film, that 
had offered an avant-garde, liberational practice for current times. But this 
time there was something more, I think: a psychedelic component.  .
 The psychedelic reappears in my outlook as a type of avant-garde, 
a political discourse in which Woodstock is the commune where music 
manages to override every material need on the part of the thousands gath-
ered there. 
 I saw Woodstock for the first time at the Che Guevara auditorium of the 
Philosophy and Letters Faculty in Mexico City, probably in 1980.

My love of free time leads—among other things—to my work around 
Red Cloud and the Lakota Indians, whose simple economic system along 
with their plains homeland provides them with everything necessary to 
enjoy their freedom in time and space. Again it was a photo I’d found 
quite by coincidence: a photo from the nineteenth century that shows a 
Lakota delegation at the White House. Based on the photo’s date, we can 
infer it portrays a delegation that has come to negotiate terms of defeat 
in the so-called Sioux Wars, which resulted in the reservation system 
and which Red Cloud describes thus: “Our days are over.” Nevertheless, 
they had defeated the US Army eleven years earlier in the Red Cloud War. 
That war and Vietnam are the only two defeats that particular empire 
has suffered. 

I saw the photo and wanted to copy it no matter what. I consulted with my 
friend Federico Navarrete and he told me that details of the subjects’ dress 
did not necessarily indicate military rank, but rather anecdotes and virtues 
that had been a part of each subject’s life. In other words, their dress was 
the story of their lives, just like their names were. 
 Somehow Red Cloud’s story is related to Argentina’s, like when Chief 
Cafulcurá said, “Do not deliver Carhué to the Huinca,” meaning don’t de-
liver water to the white man. 

The painting tree is a kind of Indian cemetery with Malevich’s work: it fea-
tures the indigenous, the psychedelic and socialism. 
 My arrival in Mexico was in fact my first contact with the culture of 
the indigenous world, something that’s not easy to find in Argentina. That 
contact also had consequences in my artistic work, particularly with regard 
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to mystical visions and a compulsion when it comes to fibers, weaving, 
adobe, stone walls and pyramids. Once I took an hallucinogen and I saw 
two suns. Yes: there are two suns. 
 This painting, that also condenses numerous aspects of previous 
paintings—the speaker’s platform, the horizon line, geometric abstrac-
tion, uprisings, the commune, a Mixtec pyramid and socialism—was a re-
sult of the 2006 Oaxaca uprising. 
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III. Genealogy of the South: Histories and History of 
Contemporary Art





I’ll start out with a concern to advance what—I hope—will act as a 
catalyst for the debate. Can the center/periphery model be thought of as a 
“more or less completed reform in the cultural system”?2

Amid sudden transformations within cognitive or cultural capitalism, 
a renewed acquisitive emphasizes “the aesthetic marketability of aus-
terity and hardship”3 assigned to production considered “peripheral.” 
Understanding this change in terms of an expansion in the center’s bor-
ders in order to include scenes that were once marginal or even proclaim 
“multi-centrality” are positions that run the risk of falling into the “new 
aesthetic cosmopolitanism” about which Joaquin Barriendos alerts us.4 
A number of voices, like those of participants Nelly Richard5 and Nikos 
Papastergiadis6, have emphasized the links between postmodernist/post-
colonial academic discourse based in multiculturalism and globalization, 
essentially a function of a new phase in capital expansion. 

I think that, more than insisting on the existence of two blocks—center 
and periphery—or proclaiming their abolition, what we’re dealing with is 
the erosion of the binary order upon which this differentiation is founded 
and articulated and the end of its presumption as a stable dynamic. I 
think we have to drastically alter the gaze installed in art history’s he-
gemonic narrative, and undermine the unidirectionality of a model that 
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116 tracks the center’s repercussions in the periphery, beneath the label of 
“derivative,” and in terms of irradiation or diffusion that spreads towards 
the margins of international artistic tendencies. At best we have acknowl-
edged its distance or difference in terms of “exoticism” or distortion. But 
in order to assume a position that I call “de-centered,” one that not only 
affects from where we conceive of our own, unequal condition—but also 
contemplates what peripheral elements the center carries with it, we have 
to rethink concepts based on facts. With the term de-centered I allude to a 
position that is displaced from the center, to another center that does not 
consider itself as such—one that is noted for its absence, unruly, off its 
axis, that has lost true north and its certainties. I propose observing the 
metropolis from within—from that space that exists outside the narrative7 

(and the uses that may be made of that narrative) that defines what stays 
inside and what is kept out, what is the center and what is the periphery. 
Raymond Williams calls attention to the internally dispossessed—that 
world of poverty, persistently negated and expelled from the metropolitan 
imaginary (but not for that reason any less disturbing): The metropolis’s 
interpretation of its processes as universal must be reevaluated,” since it 
represents “ a fallacious response to particular conditions of closure, col-
lapse, failure and frustration.”8

 Any reading in exoticist code of the turbulent present we are cur-
rently living may be an indication of the impossibility of from-the-center: it 
acknowledges its own peripheral condition (or contradiction), not begin-
ning in recent times with the explosion of southern immigrants who third 
world-ize the north, but rather is subject to a long history of repression and 
extermination within Europe and, of course, the United States. The effort 
upon which we are embarking, therefore, is that of renaming our position 
as an antagonistic block (here posited as the “South”), and as well, of dis-
rupting our own perspective of the center: breaking with the parameters 
and hierarchies that constitute its legalities and administer its discourses. 
It means upsetting the very condition that Nelly Richard calls “the center 
function” made up of “instances that produce knowledge/recognition ac-
cording to parameters that are legitimated by predominance on the part of 
authority.”9 De-centering ourselves is, above all, a call to disorder. 

De-Centered Nomadism
The journeys made by Latin American artists have been chronicled time 
and again as the key to center/periphery nexus. The moment of formation, 
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117of initiation, of discovery. Why not rethink migrations made by Latin 
Americans to Paris (or New York) not in terms of what they’ll later take 
back to their places of origin—which they’ll “spread to the periphery”—
but rather in terms of how they shake things up in the center itself, by 
their ways of conceiving of and thinking about it? From the heroic figure 
of the exile or political refugee to the menacing figure of the trickster10, the 
silent attacker, the troublemaker, and the globetrotter, our cultural his-
tory abounds in itinerant artists. Here I’ll present a dialogue between two 
artistic projects whose starting points are the figure of the beggar and the 
tourist, who enable a de-centered reading of travel.   

The Mendicant
Carlos Ginzburg, a young poet and artist, part of La Plata, Argentina’s 
avant-garde, presented a complex project entitled “Análisis estético” 
(“Aesthetic Analyis”) as part of his participation at the Third Coltejer 
Biennial in Medellin, Colombia in 1972. Today the work would quickly 
be labeled an institutional critique. In “Análisis estéticos,” Ginzburg 
proposed breaking down and exhibiting, by means of a number of opera-
tions, instances of art’s production, circulation, and legitimization that 
operated within the biennial itself, the museum where it took place, its 
organizers, the artist, the artworks, audiences, juries, critiques and theory, 
legitimating mechanisms (the award winners), conflicts and slights 
received and even the garbage produced by its offices during the two 
months the event took place.11

 At the same time he exhibited the complete project in the form of 
posters, Ginzburg only managed to physically realize some of the planned 
moments, among which figure those related to the artist (the “beggar art-
ist”) and the artwork (“the itinerant artist”), characterized by pronounced 
overlapping. “Itinerant artist” consisted of a long hitchhiking journey 
from La Plata to Medellin (across Argentina, Chile, Peru, Ecuador and 
Colombia)12. Upon arrival, he presented his backpack, sleeping bag, travel 
utensils, clothes and shoes—as a record of his “artistic work”— along 
with 150 index cards in which he documented his wanderings along a 
precarious route in the style of a travel journal or record, each day.13

 The other action was carried out during the Biennial’s opening cer-
emonies, when Ginzburg wandered about with a can, loudly asking the 
audience for hand-outs. He wore a placard tat identified him as “Artist: 
Beggar Artist.” A placard on his back bore a sentence from Herman Hesse 
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118 that ended, “Every time he’s hungry and opens the refrigerator, he finds 
ideas instead of food.”14 Everyone who handed over a coin would receive 
a flyer that said “In thanks to you I offer you pleasure” on one side, along 
with precise indications of Ginzburg’s address and telephone number in 
Medellin, in imitation of an advertisement for paid sex. On the obverse it 
said “In cursing you I offer you pain: Colombian Body Works. See the pro-
hibited book Un aspecto de la violencia byAlonso Moncada Abello.Bogotá, 
1963, Promotora Colombiana de Ediciones y Revistas Ltda”.
 The reference to a book about political violence in Colombia is un-
nerving, even today. It refers to a publication, amply illustrated with pho-
tos, statistics, court records and other primary sources, that seeks to dem-
onstrate and denounce, from a conservative Catholic perspective, that the 
source of violence lies in unholy alliances between the Communist Party 
and liberal guerillas. Ginzburg recalls, “It was a book that people passed 
around in secret…it had horrifying photographs depicting violence in 
Colombia where [opponents] were not only killed, but their testicles were 
cut off and stuffed into their mouths It was that sort of thing. Once the 
book was shown to me, but I never owned a copy. It wasn’t publically 
sold—it was too outrageous.”15

 By appropriating a contemporary art category then in vogue like 
“body art” to describe the horrors of civil war, whose evisceration of civil 
society was then and continues to be silenced, more than just an aestheti-
cization of insurgent violence (the vindication of the revolutionary gesture 
as the maximum work of art, quite common among South American artists 
and intellectuals in those years, who abandoned art on behalf of direct po-
litical action),16 I see here a brutally ironic, and perhaps even disturbing or 
even ethically inadmissible tactical appropriation for exploding the catego-
ry17. I allude to this with the idea of “de-centralizing”: to the displacement 
and discoloration of even using a central category that is, frankly, unauthor-
ized (with a question mark) when it comes to the Colombian case. 
 Insinuated within the offer, the overlapping between prostitution 
and the fetishization of the artist is reinforced by the placard Ginzburg 
wore around his waist, that declared “If the Coltejer Biennial is acquiring 
works then I’m for sale. Artist for sale.” Is it an allusion to the slave trade 
or a critique of the fetishizing capacity of the art market? In 1974, Gizburg 
presented a new action in Antwerp, entitled “Latin American Prostitute” 
that reinforced and radicalized this idea. The artist convinced the 
Internationaal Cultureel Centrum (icc), the institution where the show, 
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119Systems Art in Latin America was taking place, to hire a prostitute (that he 
had found on the Antwerp waterfront) to pose during the duration of the 
show and its accompanying series of seminars, along with a large poster 
that quoted Baudelaire: Qu’est-ce l’art? Prostitution. 
 The young woman was allowed, for the duration of the show, to of-
fer up her services. Ginzburg remembers that, in fact, she would gesture 
to the men that attended the show and would whisper to them she was 
available. Her offer resides on an ambiguous border (in that it is unclear, 
to the male European spectator, if the young woman is really selling her-
self or is part of a simulacrum the artwork presents).18 Art is prostitution 
(e.g., the beggar artist who sells himself and pleasure in Medellín) and 
prostitution is art: a prostitute offers her sexual services in a museum, 
on behalf of an artist. This is about making the dispossessed of whom 
Williams speaks—subjects outside the metropolitan order—visually un-
comfortable. Or as Benjamin would put it, “Looking at the European city 
through the eyes and wanderings of those vocations that have no place: 
trash collectors, prostitutes. That the young woman in question was 
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120 Argentine is no minor detail: she was an immigrant prostitute called upon 
by an artist who was also an immigrant, to offer up the French poet’s 
analogy in a Belgian institution—at the same time she acted literally.
 The image of these two Argentines in Europe (a beggar artist and a 
prostitute from the “periphery” both for their vocations and geopolitical 
origins) reordered the metaphorical condition of Baudelaire’s phrase, in 
an act that de-centers and dislocates, and disorganizes hegemonic “mean-
ing pacts,” the protocols according to which western modern subjectiv-
ity’s birth certificate should be read. 
 No one bought Ginzburg as an artwork although he did receive a 
prize at the Colombian Biennial.19 The Argentine press commented ironi-
cally that “with the dollars he won at Coltejer, he went to Europe.”20 An 
itinerant artist who hitchhiked to the biennial, just to expose the institu-
tion’s mechanisms for creating legitimization, received backing on the 
part of the institution itself, allowing him to move to the Ville Lumière. 
Since then, and for more than ten years, he has not ceased to wander the 
world while documenting his travels. Here and there, using a rubber 
stamp, he left his inscription: “gauguin: artiste peintre et artiste 
voyageur. Ginzburg: artiste voyageur exclusivement”. It con-
stitutes a new de-centered reference to another milestone in European 
modernity, in this case to another itinerant painter whose exoticized 
and fascinated view of “the primitive”—or more precisely, “primitive” 
women—to some degree founded a way of seeing out from the center 
at the end of the nineteenth century. Ginzburg, in addition to occupying 
Gaugin’s position, cleverly renouncing painting: his drifting is his only 
artistic practice.

Taurrtiissttaa 
Fusing “turista” and “artista” in a single word that superimposes the let-
ters they have in common, Córdoba, Argentina, artist Lucas Di Pascuale, 
named the last work included in “Artista Turista”, a project carried out be-
tween 2006 and 2008 in Córdoba and Resistencia, Argentina, along with 
Belo Horizonte, Brazil; Shatana, Jordan; and Amsterdam. These last three 
correspond to successive artistic residencies he was invited to take up dur-
ing that period. The project’s name makes explicit a sense of autocritical 
estrangement before the institutionalized regulation of artistic nomadism 
along the residency circuit, something that in recent years has become an 
option for “emerging artists”. Entering that circuit temporarily guarantees 
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121“living from one’s art,” on the margins of dispersal and the hardships of 
day-to-day survival.21 Anyone who joins the residency circuit tends to live 
in a fixed space. It doesn’t matter where the residency is, the atmosphere 
ends up being obliterated and ineffectual. Residencies are preserved and 
concentrated spaces for production, recognition, legitimization, and col-
legiality among peers (though subject to underlying relationships of 
competency and suspicion). Its circumstantial residents live the travel ex-
perience as something innocuous and pointless. Something like tourism.  
Di Pascuale chooses an uncomfortable position to expose the circuit: he 
doesn’t place himself outside, but rather experiments on itself and on its 
work22—the affective modes of becoming a “tourist artist.” For years he 
has worked in Córdoba on projects whose key is driving collaborative sit-
uations. In the last two years, he has invited others to use planks to build 
a large sign with only one word, López, and install it on the roofs of alter-
native cultural spaces. Jorge Julio López, a 78-year-old handyman, one of 
the disappeared during the last Argentine dictatorship and one of the few 
survivors of more than 500 clandestine detention centers that once exist-
ed in Argentina, was newly  “disappeared” in September 2006, hours after 
offering critical testimony at a trial that sent one of state terrorism’s most 
prominent figures to jail. (Posters, one of the manifestations that several 
artists and activists are carrying out to make sure Lopez’s second disap-
pearance is not forgotten, have become a sinister sign of the persistence 
of the repression apparatus for the intimidation of witnesses on ongoing 
cases.)   
 When Di Pascuale got to Amsterdam’s Rijksakademie a few months 
ago, he thought to approach the collective construction of a new “López” 
poster in collaboration with other residents. No one responded. Alone, he 
realized his work in the academy’s well provided workshop.
 During the first days of his stay he attempted to create a tourist’s 
routine by going site-seeing on a borrowed bicycle with a camera and 
a city map, looking for the places other residents had recommended. “I 
never got where I wanted to get,” he says. “What do you do with that 
sensation of vulnerability and isolation? I don’t have anything that’s mine 
here—no family, no friends, no points of reference. No one I can speak 
Spanish or have a mate with.” The previous idea of distancing himself 
for his status as a tourist artist gave way to the need to find something 
to do, something that would give meaning to being there. Some sort of 
practice. He found it without even leaving the Rijksakademie building. 
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122 Assiduously, he began to visit its well-stocked library—it had been found-
ed in the eighteenth century—and checked out, in three or four daily 
hauls, in alphabetical order, the entirety of the volumes in the exhibition 
catalogue and artist monograph sections. What could be read as compul-
sive “learning”23 from sum total of knowledge in that normative (if you 
will) universe, regarding the notion of artist, born of centralist modernity, 
generated something different. Di Pascuale flipped through the borrowed 
books and, in a completely arbitrary fashion, selected what he wanted to 
sketch, sometimes because subjects were familiar or known (he missed 
what was familiar to him), and sometimes because he liked the image or 
because it disturbed him, and sometimes for entirely different reasons. 
Then he’d return the books and borrow others.
 The drawings function as deliberate copies or translations of a 
unique code that standardizes any chosen image (whether it’s paint-
ing, photography, video recording, the photo of a sculpture, an installa-
tion, blueprint, typography, design object, chart, etc.) and unabashedly 
juxtaposes, say, Goya against Dittborn. By transferring everything to ink 
on paper, in an incessant copying that does not allow for trial and error, 
everything ends up being the same. The idea of copying someone else’s 
work entails a gesture that is the opposite of homage. Rather, it is an at-
tempt to capture—a tourist-like appropriation of artistic heritage—in 
a parallel operation to what Ginzburg sought to do with Baudelaire 
and Gauguin. They are crude and literal, sometimes disrespectful and 
at other times infantile or cartoonish versions, themselves taken from 
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123reproductions of works that—while they may be familiar—end up being 
strange. It is the opposite of falsification: there is no chance of confusion 
between the drawings and their referents or between original and copy. 
Di Pasquale drawings submitted to the collection emerges from this sys-
tematic practice of appropriation to various orders of assembly according 
to the occasion: from an alphabetical librarianship to a personal and eso-
teric criteria of selection and organization. In the exhibition of the series 
that took place at Rijksakademie, he showed the drawings in the most un 
expected categories that emulate those proposed by José Luis Borges such 
as: “women”, “waters”, “with text”, “glass”, “sky”, etc.24

 At the end of the three-month residency, an unexpected corpus 
of 192 drawings had been assembled. Just like an ordinary tourist who 
returns from vacation with predictable photos of the Eiffel Tower or an 
Aztec pyramid or Buenos Aires’s famed obelisk, Lucas Di Pascuale re-
turned to Cordoba with his own collection. “I got an Araki and a Clark and 
a Demand, a Goldin and a Hatoum, a Haacke and a Kabakov, a Kawamata 
and a Malevich, a McCollum and a Monge, an Oiticica and an Orozco a 
Porter and a Sarmento.” And of course, among others, he has an Alÿs: 
Turista. The drawing copies one of the photos that documents he action 
taken in 1994 in the ironwork at Mexico City’s cathedral. If Alÿs, “by seek-
ing to put over his work as a ‘professional observer’ of foreign or unfa-
miliar daily life as a professional activity,” as Cuauhtémoc Medina writes, 
“offers a meditation on the status of the foreigner as well as the ambiguity 
that the ‘vocation of artist’ entails,”25 in Di Pascuale’s twists, the artist’s 
tourism becomes a systematic act of vandalism and anti-fetishization, that 
operated from within the library of a prestigious institution for artist “for-
mation.” He is a tourist who randomly abandons the unknown city and 
replaces it with a marathon-like immersion into contemporary art history 
(in the style of “see-Europe-in-five-days-and-four-nights” touring).19  

Idleness
In these projects, I have sought merely to point out a possibility for 
finding some kind of de-centralizing capacity in relation to the center-
function. Juxtaposing the figures of the beggar and the tourist addition-
ally allows for a focus on changes in the relationship between art, capital 
and idleness: a resounding contrast between the beggar’s rebellious and 
unproductive idleness whose act of volition is to escape from the produc-
tive logic of work and, on the other extreme, the controlled idleness of 
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124 the tourist as a model of consumption and the planned, measured leisure 
that productive forces dole out. 

If the figure of the beggar artist looks back—and it clearly does—to the 
countercultural imaginary of the 1960s and 70s, it also refers to the tradi-
tion of crotos and hobos that was exalted starting with early twentieth-
century anarchism, as a life option on the margins of private property. It is 
a stripped-down, mendicant itineracy, conceived as an exercise of liberty: 
arriving somewhere without a single possession. (Here we observe one 
of so many beggar images to be found in anarchist iconography: for in-
stance an engraving by Bellocq, a member of Artistas del Pueblo, the first 
Argentine political art group, that emerged in Buenos Aires in the 1910s.)

On the contrary, the figure of the tourist artist allows us to see up to what 
point certain institutional art circuits replicate the well-oiled mechanisms 
of tourism in cognitive capitalism as a form of nomadic consumerist 
utopia and facilitated access to the world of the domesticated exotic, one 
without surprises and on the margins of war.

The question of sudden transformations in the place assigned to artists 
within cognitive capitalism starting in the 60s and 70s and lasting to our 
days is also hinted at. From marginalization to glamour, from disturb-
ing upsets to a regulated function of difference, from artistic practices 
implying acute criticism to the fetishization of art and its conversion into 
sought after cultural loot.  

Today it is undoubtedly absurd to think of beggar artists, and de-central-
izing exercises are becoming more and more difficult. But at the same 
time they are absolutely necessary. 
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125Notes

1 I am grateful to Fernando Davis, who provided me numerous archival materi-
als as well as vast stretches of the interview process being undertaken to Carlos 
Ginzburg, with whom we put together interpretations and hypotheses. Also David 
Gutierrez, who located Moncada’s book titled One Aspect of Violence to which I re-
fer later, and inquired about its origin and impact on Colombia. I also thank Miguel 
Lopez and Mary O’Neill,their incisive reviewing and their many contributions to 
this text. To cite these terms to account for the products and spurs it is for me the 
work shared with others in the conceptual network of the South.

2 Cuauhtémoc Medina, “South, south, south, south,” text of the Call for sitac vii, 
Mexico, 2008.

3 Joaquín Barriendos, “Desconquistas (políticas) y redescubrimientos (estéticos)” 
en revista des-bordes 0, www.des-bordes.net, January 2009.

4 “A series of post modernizing readings on culture, quite condescending with 
the academic discourse of post colonialism and dangerously deferent with the 
contemporary cultural turbulence, have currently seen dissolution of such modern 
civilizing structures and a supposed triumph over the colonialist impulse of mo-
dernity.  Within the contemporary art scene such idea has materialized under the 
new aesthetic cosmopolitanism panacea, a cultural crucible: the new internation-
alism”, says Joaquín Barriendos, op. cit. 

5 “We know that it is not enough that post colonial theories incorporate the 
Otherness figure to its new anti hegemonic discourse so the actual other ¬–the 
concrete subject made by historic and social traces of censorship and exclusion– 
participates with its own voice in the metropolitan debate”, points Nelly Richard. 
“Intersectando Latinoamérica con el Latinoamericanismo: Discurso académico 
y crítica cultural” (Intersecting Latin America with Latin Americanism: Academic 
Discours and Cultural Critique), in Santiago Castro-Gómez y Eduardo Mendieta 
(eds.) Teorías sin disciplina (latinoamericanismo, poscolonialidad y globalización 
en debate), Mexico, Miguel Angel Porrua, 1998. 

6 “As a strategy to articulate a discourse of minorities, multiculturalism is in 
decline, but paradoxically it stands triumphant as part of the program to expand 
the field of corporate culture to globalization. Araeen argues that multiculturalism 
is the cultural masquerade that covers the economic damage of global capitalism” 
Nikos Papastergiadis, South-South-South: Introduction, in Complex Entangle-
ments, London, Rivers Oram Press, 2003.   

7 Marcelo Expósito aludes to the negative of the descentralized condition when 
he defines Spain as “a country” (...) bearly capable to think the –and from 
the– complexity of its own condition both central and peripherial, colonizer and 
subaltern” Marcelo Expósito “Correspondence”, in des-bordes 0, www.des-bordes.
net, January 2009.

8 Raymond Williams, La política del modernismo , Buenos Aires, Manantial, 1997. 
What Williams calls “metropolitan-inmigration funtions” has its correlate in the 
effects of the cultural imperialism in Europe that acompains its quest to dominate 
the world. 
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9 “The hierarchy of the center depends not only on concentrating the wealth and 
its distribution. Depends also of certain investitures of authority that turns it into 
a accumulation pole of the information and the transutations of consciusness, by 
guidelines set unilaterally [...] The ‘center’ recreates itself as a center-function in 
any of the instances that produce knowledge-recognition by legimited parameters 
by a authority prevalence”, Nelly Richard points. “The international staging of 
Latinamerican art: Assembly, Representation”, in: AA.VV. Arte, historia e identidad 
en América Latina. Visiones comparativas, tomo III, Mexico DF, Instituto de 
Investigaciones Estéticas-UNAM, 1994, pp. 1015-1016)

10 Jean Fisher uses this figure to refer to the Chilean artist Juan Dávila, resident in 
Australia. “Fisher suggests that, in general, it is possible to exploit the emergent 
contradictions within the circuits of global culture, and by examples that proposes 
for the dynamic evolution of the archetypal figure of the trickster, traces the 
complex and critical strategies used by contemporary indigenous artists around 
the world” Papastergiadis refers, op. cit.

11 The artist explicates, using Marxist sociological categories that his project 
“works to unveil the crisis of contemporary art fetishism for alienation from my 
work.”

12 The work that I will perform in the Colombia Biennial Coltejer requires my 
presence. Therefore, the trip has to be included (using the tactic of all this work) 
as aesthetic experience, explains Ginzburg in his project.

13 As referred by the Italian critic Gillo Dorfles, Jury of the Biennale in the 
newspaper Corriere Della Sera Milan, 7 May 1972. As Davis notes, “Ginzburg 
turns the inevitable drift of ‘hitchhike’ travel and the same precarious conditions 
of a Latinamerican artist (a beggar) into the work he exhibits”. Fernando Davis 
“Las poéticas “revulsivas” de Edgardo Antonio Vigo”, unpublished, 2008. In the 
local press the event was also recorded: “He travelled from Argentina by the 
practical method of hitchhiking to turn the journey into, in his own words, “part 
of a documentary of the work” (s/n. “Ginzburg in the Coltejer Biennal” El Día 
newspaper, La Plata, 7/5/72). In the project, under the heading: “The work of 
art: Me and the Context” Ginzburg explains his intention of exhibiting himself 
as a travelling body, as evidence of the physical and bureaucratic prints of 
the trajectory, accompanied by the phrase: “This body, my person and my few 
belongings packed as a ‘temporary import’ and travelled in a ship’s hold” (From 
Lima to Medellin). His intention was flawed by the cost and the prohibition of a 
person to be packed as luggage in a warehouse, so Ginzburg had to replace his 
first idea with the finally realized.

14 He also planned a poster that refered to connections between the Avantgarde, 
Migration and War: “Counterexamples and example: Kurt Schwitters died 
emigrated to England in semi-poverty, not complete because of the protection 
of Edith Thomas and a farmer named Pierce. However, the Dada was born of 
cheerful madness lacking of skepticism.” It is known that in 1940, Schwitters, 
fleeing Nazi troops, moves to England where he stays a year and a halfwith poor 
health and detained in several concentration fields. He died in London in 1948, ill 
and in poverty.

15 Ginzberg remembers he had access to the publication through a group of 
Colombian intellectuals that he met when he arrived to Medellin, among them a 
writer named Collazos and an art critic called Darío Ruiz. Interview with Fernando 
Davis, January 2008. 



12716 I develop more extensively this idea in “Vanguardia y Revolución”, Brumaria 7, 
Madrid, 2007.

17 I take up Fernando Davis’ proposal of an appropriation tactic of Latin-American 
conceptualism. “The conceptual and tactical level”, ramona, No. 82, Buenos Aires, 
July 2008. A similar appropriation tactic applies to the category of “poor art”, 
taken at the time by Ginzburg, Vigo and other platenses, from the proposal of 
italian critic Germano Celant. “In the tactical use that Vigo makes of the imported 
category, by confiscating and re-enrolling it in the conflict plot of Latin-American 
scene, the “poor” practices are lined with a thickness of meaning that reactivates 
its dissident operation and puts into disarray the safe boundaries of the canonical 
record”, says Davis in “Prácticas ‘revulsivas’. Edgardo Antonio Vigo on the fringes 
of conceptualism”, in: Cristina Freire and Ana Longoni (eds.), Conceitualismos do 
Sul / Conceptualismos del Sur, Sao Paulo, Annablume, 2009. 

18 Interview with Carlos Ginzberg by Fernando Davis, January 2009.

19 Although the award was not for the actions of “Análisis estético” but by some 
of his remarks (“Earth”,”Waiting”,”Rock”,”Mountain”, etc..) exhibited through 
pictures, series that began in Argentina, continued in Colombia and later in the 
mythical encounters of Pamplona in Spain.

20 Amilcar Ganuza, “Visualizar el concepto mediante la acción”, in: Siete y 50, Year 
I No. 3, 17/11/1972, p. 14-15. 

21 Lucas Di Pascuale states that it is common for an artist that enters the 
residencies circuit to devote a great time of his stay there to produce his next 
project and to find contacts that will allow a new application. (Interview with the 
author, Buenos Aires, December 2008). 

22 In “Chocolates Argentinos” (“Argentinean Chocolates”) he reinvents the 
circumstance of sending letters and gifts to the Malvinas War soldiers. In “Hijos” 
(“Children”) he stands instead of “producing absences”. In “Daleo”, the written 
transcription of an ESMA’s survivor testimony [Superior Marine and Army School, 
one of the main detention and torture centers of the Argentinian dictatorship], 
Graciela Daleo, he argues “I am the first that has to learn”. In his project “PTV” 
(Partido Transportista de Votantes / Voters Carrier Party), a criticism to the 
clientele system that rules the traditional politics of Argentina, and becomes a 
carrier of voters. 

23 He uses the term “I thought of the drawing as writting, in the city and the ideas 
of other artists as models to portray. I thought of the portrait as lesson and that 
learning is the sense of my production.”

24 Jorge Luis Borges, “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins”, in Otras 
Inquisiciones, Alianza, 1997. 

25 Cuauhtémoc Medina, “Tourist”, in Francys Alÿs, Ten Blocks Around my Studio, 
Mexico, Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, 2006, p.27
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Left: Juan Javier Salazar, Supervisions: before/during/after (1977-2006). Sala Pancho Fierro, 
Lima. Curator: Emilio Tarazona, April 2006 (exhibition’s view with the installation Náufragos  
on the floor)

Identification of previously unnoticed areas within the context of 
contemporary South American art, a phenomenon from the last decade, 
would appear to create an expectation of disrupting, making vulnerable 
and in some cases completely removing the hegemonic narratives propo-
sed by history up to now from the region’s territories. Those being confi-
gured are divergent versions of that history (often related to non-object-
focused artistic proposals) and in this recent spate of critical readings, 
mapping and naming have become operations as complex as achieving 
theoretical consistency in relation to experience, here understood as unex-
pected territory and native presence not yet contacted. 

Every mapping and naming operation is, after all, a mode of representa-
tion in itself, and is ultimately revealed to be a concrete political agenda. A 

Emilio Tarazona 
Droughts, Precipitation, Overflows… Aspects of the Work 
of Juan Javier Salazar Seen Vis-à-Vis Climate Change and 
Socioeconomic Change in Contemporary Peru1

“(…)

All poems end up the same.

Smashed to pieces on a dark mountain

That wasn’t on the charts.

(…)”

Mario Montalbetti, “Objeto y fin del 

poema”, in: El amor es un arma para dos, 

Lima: Colección Underwood n 11, 2008



130 number of the previously proposed models, nevertheless, continue to be 
present and for many it is far from simple to go against custom or a con-
sensus in favor of thinking along the lines of apparent positions, strongly 
inoculated in relation to other parts of the planet, e.g., East and West; 
North and South; first-, second-, third- and fourth-world; or center and 
periphery. These are mappings on the fly, often lacking proximity to the 
topographies that emerge from the margins, topographies that are always 
found everywhere.

Faced with the decline of all these tensions that have defined and conti-
nue to define the secondary role of these civilizations, the task seems also 
to be breaking up the dominant civilization’s monologue and changing 
the system that it imposes. It implies configuring a new geopolitical cog-
nitive structure of relationships within a field where a single epistemolo-
gical perspective has been inscribed as the guiding principle of knowled-
ge. As Walter Mignolo points out,

The West has been the only geo-historical region that is at once part of the 

world’s classifications and the lone perspective that enjoys the privilege of 

coming up with its own categories, based upon which the rest of the world is 

described, classified, understood and “made to develop”.2 

This perspective has been widely replicated in an inherited, interiorized, 
andis still mostly present in the colonial mentality of the dominant sectors 
of dependent nations, even during their time as (in) dependent republics. 
The presence of these internal social strata and the position the individual 
adopts before them—emerging from the status in which he originally 
found himself—constitute a deliberate political stance.

Eluding the privileged status of inhabiting a place of far-reaching enun-
ciation would seem to be the option that Peruvian artist Juan Javier 
Salazar exercised at some point, since after his first appearance on the cul-
tural scene he decided to exile himself for some years on land he acquired 
in Cieneguilla, the far eastern outskirts of Lima, where he devotes himself 
to a semi-rural way of life and keeps a safe distance from the art circuits 
of the capital city trying to flee from a State that would soon catch him up 
given the quick expansion of the city. The dislocation implied by the mar-
gin or the border between a civilization and what is considered internally 
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131“outside” confronts the status of belonging in a space, to which the artist 
returned years later, to present retrospective show in a municipal gallery 
in Lima’s prosperous Miraflores district—the space to which he does not 
claim entirely to belong. Thus, faced with the question of whether he is 
culprit of a sort of “class betrayal”, Salazar declares, perhaps speaking iro-
nically about the ability that exists within the most favored social sectors 
(whom one supposes to be associated with white/European heritage or, 
in any case, with a clearly colonial mentality) that he has decided to avoid 
involvement involved with  with any other spheres of  the nation’s reality: 

[…] I think we Peruvian bourgeois, or mestizos, always have one foot on the 

next boat out.  [Pause] In any case, I gave up thinking about categories a long 

time ago.3 

For Mingolo as well, it is the border status that opens the possibility of 
a questioning of the dominant epistemological criteria of contemporary 
society, and points toward the construction of a new intercultural arena 
capable not only of changing discourses, maps or possible cartographies, 
but as well, of changing the cultural conditions from which such cartogra-
phies and narratives are constantly founded and instituted. An establis-
hed dialogue cannot be engaged by only one of its interlocutors taking for 
granted for granted the agency of his place of enunciation. South America 
should stop being the extreme West, a margin that inclines to the center, 
and should posit its periphery status as a center in a new world geopoli-
tics, but without renouncing its peripheral status. 

South and North are no longer geographical locations nor do they corres-
pond to supposed economic models—developed or otherwise—but ra-
ther to political positions that tend to establish a post-capitalist economic 
model that is more integrated or open. The proposed multilateral model 
must alter the conditions with which the world has been politically struc-
tured within the imaginary of domination. 

What is presented here is a cluster of ideas in the process of formation. 
A sum of intuitions, which, revealed and commented upon here, I hope 
will allow me to strengthen preliminary foci, that would lead to a more 
ambitious project of writing that will insist on the same topic. I hope to 
include aspects of the trajectory of an artist whose work, in spite of his 
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132 influential and decisive presence in Peru’s contemporary art scene, is vir-
tually unknown in South American and other international circles. It is a 
contribution that, in its way, seeks to displace both art history’s privileged 
place of enunciation as well as the status of academic discourse when the 
latter presents itself as impenetrably erudite and cosmopolitan. This new 
reference point must also be recognized as one step within a differential 
political project, where the placement of borders is propitious to the per-
manent reformulation of the very same thinking I am advancing. Today 
more than ever, the landscape is not fixed and transforms even more quic-
kly than any theoretical apparatus intends to sketch it. 

To reverse the power of consensually assumed discourses and world order 
is a task and an attitude in relation to which one of Salazar’s works could 
summarize part of a political project in favor of heterotopia. It functions 
along with other works of a similar resonance, produced by other artists 
in other countries, to fashion a differential paradigm. It is a mass-produ-
ced object that, in the form of a ceremonial scepter, the artist calls Invierta 
en la Selva (Invest in the Forest). The object represents a tree which roots, 
like jumbled up springs are found at the top of it, while along its so-
mewhat circular base, painting takes on a representation of the sky with 
the tops of this and other neighboring trees serving as a sort of support. 
Below the roots, another circular form divides the subterranean world 
of above from the rest of the visible world, that contorts downward. 
Conceived as a crook for stopping time and transforming reality, the work 
suggests an attempt to recast order and bring about a collapse of existing 
organizational structures, from a perspective that opposes the consensua-
lly hegemonic one.It also positions itself in favor of investment—in the 
economic sense—in new spaces and natural resources that mainstream 
commercial interests destroy and squander: medicinal and food products 
that exist in the Peruvian jungle (such as cocona, camu-camu, uña de 
gato, aguaje, etc.), that are even difficult to find in Lima, except in certain 
regional establishments. The investment would imply real circulation 
of resources and local production, whose current absence stands out as 
a system failure. In the more strictly artistic area, Salazar calls attention 
to the tremendous boredom that seeing the same names of local artists, 
repeated decade after decade, elicits. In a personalized version of Warhol’s 
well-known motto the artist wrote in the mid-90s:  

Em
ili

o 
Ta

ra
zo

na
 



133There are five billion people and if you could nourish yourself your entire life 

on each one’s 15 best minutes, the world would be fascinating. In the West 

they thought the world was flat and then they discovered America and belie-

ved it was round, but in reality it exhibits a tendency to flatten—they’re ma-

king it flat all over again. There is brutal mass media, too many people, and the 

result is a dreadful mediocrity.4

So this rewriting of the South’s contemporary art that I initially pointed 
out seeks to change the homogenizing path of a fixed track in order to 
produce encounters without a mainstream. It’s not about making the 
river wider, but rather interrupting its main flow and even generating 
different intersections and paths. The propitious gesture present in the 
copper object called Invierta en la Selva notwithstanding (present as well 
in other works produced by the artist), and even emphasizing its cultural 
reverberations or magical properties, does not regress to the idea of South 
American art seeking to recover the fantastic through the production of 
romantic, non-historical and absurdist depoliticised modalities of art 
which were in fashion at the end of the eighties and nineties. Salazar re-
mains commited to immediate (and even circumstantial) referents proper 
to the public sphere, inscribing symbolic (but not only) elements in it as a 
response to specific control and domination powers, both local and not. 

Shipwreck in the Desert
With the end of the fleeting if intense collective experiences in which 
Salazar participated at the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 80s wi-
thin Grupo Paréntesis (1979) and the eps Huayco workshop (1980-81), the 
artist established his regular patterns of exhibition in Lima with an em-
blematic show entitled La grasa y el sistema (The Grease and the System), 
undertaken in 1981 at the now defunct Galería La Rama Dorada. It is at 
this solo show that the first version of what might be considered his most 
well known and commented upon work, in paint on wood, was presen-
ted. Entitled Perú país del mañana (Peru: The Country of the Tomorrow) 
the image, spread over various plywood boards (a thin, flexible wood), 
involves several vignettes where a significant group of official portraits 
of Peruvian presidents, starting from the nation’s independence in 1821, 
unfolds in chronological order in a sketchy and quick fashion. In spite 
of what the satirical progressive slogan suggests, the work does not look 
to the promise of a nation and its prosperous future. On the contrary, it 
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134 constitutes a reflection on the past and the present: Salazar adds a speech 
balloon to each image containing the word mañana (tomorrow), as an a 
customary way—some would say a very Peruvian way—of maintaining 
an evasive attitude with regard to today. It’s a caustic reference to the pro-
crastination that has characterized the nation’s modernity project since its 
beginnings, as well as an emblematic synthesis of governmental impo-
tence throughout Peru’s history.   

Nevertheless, it is by means of another instance that such interpretation 
became sharper. The artist decided to place fried eggs made of plaster and 
yellow paint throughout the small gallery, separated and broken up along 
the floor. These eggs were to be installed a few days after the opening, as 
if they were an almost involuntary and impromptu response to an irrita-
ted and scathing review of the exhibition pubished by a local magazine.4 
Perhaps the intention was to take up the clumsiness and extreme preca-
riousness that was already present in the exhibited works—in spite of the 
fact that some framed prints were also displayed. It was a necessary risk, if 
indeed the intention was to make an omelette. It also obliged the viewer 
to negotiate the gallery space like someone who moves through a mine-
field of delicate obstacles. 

The same layout of objects was taken up again in 1985, when the artist 
presented a new exhibition, this time at the Galería Trapecio. A figure of 
a character immersed in water was included in prints and transposed to 
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135wooden fretworks silhouettes once again occupying the walls and floor 
of the gallery. The first pieces in this installation were eloquently made 
with from the remains of a small, discarded container the artist had been 
given. Thus it is that, along with the image, Salazar’s interest in rainfall 
consistently emerges. The artist produces an iconic synthesis that makes 
to similar photographs that the two years before were published by the 
mainstream press, in relation to the brutal effects of the so called El Niño 
weather phenomenon all through Peru, and in particular the drama of 
the residents of the north of the country trying to rescue their belongings 
from the flood that affected their territory.

Among those photographs, the artist remembered in particular an image 
where one of the victims made his way across the water carrying a reli-
gious painting over the shoulder. Many of the newspaper articlescovering 
the tragedy recorded similar situations. Nevertheless, in theworks by 
Salazar [see page 128], he erased the features of this character’s face and 
the painting is turned into a blank canvas. In other cases, the canvas is cut 
out, leaving only the frame, and in other cases the canvas has been subs-
tituted by a box of beer bottles—who knows if they’re empty or full. Juan 
Javier Salazar stated: “I want to transmit the sensation and the idea that 
the average Peruvian is a shipwreck victim who saves himself and whate-
ver else he can save, no matter how.”6 With hindsight, it is not difficult to 
guess that the statement also alludes to the artist himself, and might be 
a veritable portrait of those willing to rescue the memory of the artistic 
experiences of the recent past from the river of oblivion.
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136 It goes without saying that the feeling of a shipwreck is much more 
extended. From the beginning of the 80s, Peru was convoluted by civil 
war, declared on the state by the forces of subversion. Violent encounters 
between the army and unofficial armed movements, the source of civilian 
massacres and exterminations, were accompanied by the darkest and 
most critical moments in the national economy; there was hyperinflation 
and food shortages. 

But before returning to that, let’s dive deeper into the matter at hand. 
Understood as a change in oceanic and meteorological conditions, the 
El Niño phenomenon (formally known as the Southern Oscillation, or 
enso)is an intermittent event in which the temperature of the East Pacific 
rises considerably. It occurs when trade winds that move from east to 
west abate and the slight difference between the El Niño Current (which 
has a higher temperature) causes it to shift on top of the Humboldt 
Current (which is cooler). Its consequences are seen as well in climatic 
conditions in Australia, Indonesia and the Horn of Africa. In the South 
Pacific it kills off fish species and spurs migrations (of anchovies, for 
example) and brings in other tropical species like dorados, barriletes, 
tuna, manta rays, sharks and langoustines, among others. The change in 
water temperature also produces torrential rains, river flooding and, in 
other areas, drought. In 1983, precipitation contributed to the destruction 
of built up urban areas, affecting irrigation systems, ruining vast harvest 
areas and halting fishing industries dedicated to the extraction of specific 
marine species not only for local consumption but for exportation as well. 
All of the above were the source of widespread human and economic loss.    

El Niño’s final, devastating presence in 1997-8 made the eyes of the world 
converge in the Kyoto meeting, in an attempt to bring about a drastic 
reduction in greenhouse gases that play an important role in nature’s 
increasingly violent phenomena as well as a questioning of what role the 
behavior of dominant civilization played in the radical nature of these 
changes as well as their exacerbation since the Industrial Revolution. 

Salazar’s installation was once again featured in a retrospective, under-
taken in 1990, in what was then the Centro Cultural de la Municipalidad 
de Miraflores. The title is a wish in the form of a doubt or a premonition: 
Parece que va a llover (Looks Like It’s Going to Rain). Beyond insisting on 
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137the tragedy that had been experienced years before in the north of Peru, 
these same broken-up figures become a commentary fully intends to allu-
de to Lima and go against the grain in relation to its particular meteorolo-
gical conditions. For the artist, the show’s objective is ritualistic and it see-
ks to alter present conditions: despite its high humidity, Lima is a coastal 
city where even a drop or rain is seen rarely. In certain months, there may 
be light drizzle or showers, but nothing more. “We live in a cloudy city,” 
Salazar said at the time, “where it hasn’t rained in twenty years…the 
government is just like the weather. An exorcism is needed,”7 and rain is 
taken here as a sign of regeneration, of cycles that close, in order to allow 
the opening of another. The rain’s absence is practically a metaphor for 
the lack of wealth circulation or distribution, wealth being permanently 
concentrated in Lima.8

Years before the republican era, physician Hipólite Unanue studied the 
geographical and meteorological characteristics of the city and establis-
hed the influences that its physical space and climate exerted over its 
inhabitants. Among other ideas, he pointed out that Lima’s citizens are 
susceptible to disease and digestive problems and, with regard to mood, 
a disposition to melancholy stands out which, in advanced stages, turns 
into procastination.9 Salazar might subscribe to Unanue’s opinion on this 
point and his stance is to invoke and gather the will to produce a counter-
current to the effects of the weather in Lima. The project is rolled out like 
a sort of propitiatory act or active influence that tries to reverse the overall 
atmospheric conditions about which meteorological conditions make 
an effective and illustrative metaphor. The social, political and economic 
crisis—in addition to the violence upsetting various cities of the interior, 
and Lima, at that point—had left an enormous lack of self esteem in the 
air as well as in the urban dweller, and they also fomented an inability 
extract oneself from the situation. Defenseless and anaesthetized, civil 
society largely suffered from hopelessness and scant energy for social 
mobilization, due to repression and day-to-day terrorism.  “Seven million 
crybabies in the middle of the desert” is the description of the city that 
occurs to Cuco, the protagonist of a short film the artist made and pre-
sented as the centerpiece of a his 1990 show. Nevertheless, its aggressive 
verbal image also describes the rest of the country: dense, sad, devoid of 
any revitalizing processes or always-present natural purification ritual. Or 
in Salazar’s words, “the myth of the shipwreck in the desert.”10
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138 If it is certain, as critic Gustavo Buntinx once pointed out, that a drought 
affects the harvest in other parts of the country at the same time the show 
is underway,11 ending the drought in Lima implies inverting the extended 
sign of disaster with a real flood. The same author points out a similar 
implication when addressing the name taken by the Taller eps Huayco at 
the beginning of the 1980s. Huayco is a Quechua word “that alludes to 
avalanches that suddenly descend from high ground to lowlands—such 
as Lima, for example—with regenerative violence that fertilizes the earth 
at the same time it devastates.”12

A Climate of Change
In effect, there is a trenchant component within the formula proposed 
in opposition to malaise: a caustic and personal sense of humor that is 
added to a clear critical stance in all of Juan Javier Salazar’s work. This 
element is directed indiscriminately to national realities, cultural policy, 
the local art circuit and even Salazar’s personal life. In spite of that caustic 
and insistent displacement toward the ridiculous, into which he drags 
his immediate surroundings (currently the growth of collecting and the 
internal art market have begun to stand out in his work), this has come to 
be unexpectedly popular, and has become a kind of contemporary classic. 
This hasn’t created an appreciation that would make contact with mass, 
popular and middle class audience any less frequent. And it is this audien-
ce to whom the artist prefers to direct his work and from whom his work 
has received notable acceptance. In other words, acquiring a few of his 
pieces is in no way onerous. 

Quoting a different author, in his book El arte de vivir del arte (The Art of 
Living Art), Felipe Ehrenberg writes of the difference between pa (público 
activo, or “active public” and thus a frequent buyer) and pp (público pa-
sivo, “passive public,” and largely the audience that is gathered in a sym-
posium like this): “Although the active public may seem at first the more 
desirable one—it is the one that recommends artists—out true public 
will always be the passive public.”13 To date, Salazar has adapted to every 
possible economy and tends to distribute his work as much in galleries 
and public auctions as along city streets, without ever renouncing that 
informality in commercial exchange that allows for acquisition in insta-
llments, through bargaining and even as a bonus thrown in with addi-
tional purchases. His corrosive candidness has caused him run-ins and 
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139fallings-out with not a few individuals from the still small and endogamic 
visual arts scene in Lima and for the same reason, in spite of its clear ac-
ceptance and an increase in certain circles regarding an appreciation of his 
work, Salazar does not find every door opened. But one of the questions I 
would like to pose is which are the spaces where his attempt to transform 
the national inimical atmosphere, at the very same time the country un-
dergoes substantial changes in practically every community and interest 
group, take place?

There are psychological—not just economic—indexes of the develo-
pment Peru has achieved in recent years. Self-esteem, confidence and 
optimism have represented a major shift and, morever, exert a decisive 
influence over a significant part of the population. This is particularly true 
for that sector that remains better placed to benefit from the vigorous 
pace of economic activity and has seen its buying power increased. Such 
an atmospheric condition, consolidated in the twenty-first century, is 
mostly based on the supposed stability that has resulted from the end 
of civil war and the dictatorship, but more to the point because of the 
way Peru incorporated into global neoliberalism.14 The confidence and 
optimism lead one to think that unlike in other countries, Peru isn’t so 
frightened of the threat posed by the global financial crisis. Or more pre-
cisely, it feels up to the challenge of facing and overcoming it. All this has 
strengthened the visual arts scene in the last ten years, with an increase in 
collecting as well. 

However, my goal is to undermine at least in part the foundations of such 
optimism. With hindshight, the recipe itself reveals betraying: the condi-
tions of subversive violence in Peru persists, and democracy has become 
a disguise for new forms of domination that lack effective participation. 
Wild capitalism has been imposed on a specific country, as part of a trans-
formation process necessary to modify the internal logic of a similarly 
oppressive, unfair and devastating system. Doubtless in Peru, as Martín 
Beaumont, the National Director of Oxfam, has pointed out, the pace of 
economic growth in recent years has not had a corresponding effect o the 
reduction of poverty, which develops at a much slower rate, and inequali-
ty appears not to have been affected in the least.15 There is no real political 
will for poverty amelioration or the reduction of inequality and the for-
mer is almost always a spontaneous consequence of growth in gdp and 
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140 general per-capita product. Persistent inequality could feed discontent 
and affect sustained economic growth in just a few years, at the same time 
self-esteem and confidence might be a kind of barbiturate that leaves us 
in a pretty little boat, sailing along on a sea that might grow choppy; we 
end up being anaesthetized consumers with unexpected access to credit 
which, presumably, allows us to participate in a much-desired developed-
world wellbeing, witnesses to the construction industry booms (and real 
estate speculation) that have radically transformed Lima’s urban landscape.  

As demonstrated by the earthquake that struck southern Peruvian cities 
in August 2007, a lack of state planning and the social relations to which 
human beingas are subjected (world wide), as well as precarious and 
unstable housing conditions, instead of mitigating nature’s destruction, 
lend it greater power, and those who were already impoverished before 
the ground started shaking end up even more affected. Inequality also 
alludes to the distance and even divergence existing between the state and 
the masses who try to make their way through life amid the unemploy-
ment or underemployment to which the aforementioned work by Salazar 
makes direct reference.

To be sure, Recuerdos de la lluvia (Memories of the Rain), the 40-minute 
film Salazar presented and produced in 1990 lays out a fictional history 
that the artist constructs based on real (or nearly real) events from May 
1979, during a commemoration of Peru’s Combate de Iquiqui, a battle 
fought against Chile in 1879, a solitary though significant Peruvian victory 
before overall defeat in the so called “Guerra del Pacífico”. The historical 
framework of the years in question was that of a government in transition: 
with much fanfare, a series of events were presented whose culminating 
and most solemn moment was to take place in Lima’s Plaza Grau, directly 
in front of the statue of the Peruvian Wartime Navy’s admiral and main 
war hero, later killed in combat during the same conflict. In attendance 
were two Peruvian presidents (General Francisco Morales Bermúdez, 
then in office, and Fernando Belaunde, who would succeed him) as well 
as naval squadrons, cabinet ministers, members of the Constitutional 
Assembly, representatives from numerous foreign nations, as well as poli-
tical, religious and military offcials of every rank. That same night, once the 
official ceremonies and its speeches, demonstrations, laying of wreaths, 
etc., concluded, a drunken chauffeur crashed into the monument without 
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141causing any major damage, in light of which the authorities immediately 
began to dispel any suspicion of terrorism in the press. 

For Salazar, though, the anecdote becomes a spectacular event that’s 
loaded with implications.The snarrative of the short film fictionalizes 
one day in the life of a taxi driver that ends with his car smashing into the 
monument. From the beginning, the expressed identification of the artist 
with the driver—whose vehicle becomes a sudden floral offering during 
the story—represents the desire to bring about an encounter between 
two realities that never touch. In the end, the State, in its overarching 
attempts at self-glorification, is what de-naturalizes the homage and ex-
propriates in honor of its official values, diminishing every kind of partici-
patory impulse. A sailor who died in combat for his country is disassocia-
ted from the worker who fights battles every day within the subsistence 
economy, where everyone ends up being a shipwreck victim. The fissure 
in the official anniversary, converted into time off for citizens, is the conti-
nual break between the State and civil society. 

This powerful metaphor that Salazar presented in March 2000 as a part of a 
show entitled Nunca digas siempre (Never Say Forever) announces the cons-
tant presence of the fissure. It largely has to do with underwater landscape 
paintings that are overwritten with verbal inscriptions that express con-
ditional propositions, where it’s necessary that something happen for the 
statements to come true. Nadando en un mar de incertidumbres (Swimming 
in a Sea of Uncertainty) is the series’ title. In one of these canvases, the 
artist includes, toward the bottom of the image, the shadow of an airplane 
that is sinking in the ocean, at the same time, in the foreground, a school of 
fish is displaced in the same direction. Broken up by the passing fish, the 
legend A veces / Parece / De alguna manera / En otro momento (Sometimes / It 
Seems / Somehow / At another time) is enunciated, with the addition of an 
onomatopoeic echo: Qui-zasss (Per-hapsss). 
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142 The plane refers to a previously painted Salazar diptych, from which only 
one canvas remains. The theme here is an allusion to a tragedy from the 
end of 1987. A Fokker aircraft belonging to the navy fell into coastal waters 
during a forced attempt at a water landing after failing to land at Lima’s 
Jorge Chávez airport due to technical failures during approach. The navy 
plane was transporting the young Peruvian team members of an impor-
tant local soccer team (Club Alianza Lima) from Pucallpa after a victorious 
match that had given it a tournament lead. 

In fact, the pilot was the only survivor, rescued by Army airforce units 
along with the bodies and the remains of the aircraft and offering the 
press a story that would occupy weeks of headlines and television news 
broadcasts. In the tragedy, Salazar sees a metaphor for what is happening 
in Peru: leaders stay in place and survive while the people helplessly sink. 
But the idea alluded to in both paintings, a frequent circumstance in poli-
tical history, was singularly prophetic for Peru that year, just a few months 
after the show took place. It was the most unstable moment in Alberto 
Fujimori’s dictatorship, an announcement of his imminent downfall. With 
his chief accomplice—ex-advisor and Chief of the Peruvian Intelligence 
Service, Vladimiro Montesinos—facing legal prosecution and fleeing the 
country, the president abandoned his duties after only two months of 
taking office for his third consecutive term in a fraudulently won election. 
After a hurried exodus to Brunei, while still officially the head of state, 
Fujimori took exile in Japan and sent his resignation by fax to the Peruvian 
Congress. The title of Salazar’s work is the same as the inscription on the 
canvases: Solamente el piloto / Siempre (Just the Pilot / Each and Every Time).  

A Better Oriented Optimism 
Nevertheless, as the title of his 2000 exhibition suggests, “you never have 
to say always.” While the break between government and society seems 
perennially impossible to breach, legal processes and sentences that ex-
President Fujimori is currently fighting, since his extradition, while they 
may not bridge that gap, do not appear to keep the ruling classes perma-
nently safe, and have largely cleared the air of impunity and corruption—
the perennially gray skies that cloud the spirit and lead to malaise.15 But 
as economist Félix Jiménez notes, the generalized idea that “in economics 
[…] we have no president, since from the nineties the economy has been 
on auto-pilot” is wrong. 17
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143Salazar moves forward with themes that allude also to a number of 
symbolic detours. Fishing and marine riches exploited by industry is a 
constant theme that seek to reflect the conditions in urban life in which 
one finds oneself inscribed as a part of resource and labor administration 
on the part of the State. Pecados, pescados y peces (Sins, Caught Fish and 
Free Fish) is a story that the artist submitted to a national writing contest 
and has since transformed into a series of oral interventions for both 
public and private audiences. Meaningfully, it includes a fragment of a 
conversation that Salazar had sometime in the 90s with an ecologist and 
fish meal broker in the port town of Chicama, a beach in the north of Peru 
and an ideal location for surfing. He speaks to him about the status of the 
Peruvian seas and the efficiency of its Maritime Institute:

—The El Niño phenomenon —he says—is worse than the fishing industry 

because it alters everything more. We know what we’re doing; so much so that 

for 40 years Peru has sold a half million metric tons of fishmeal, six months 

ahead, every year.

What?

Every year we sell a half million tons of fishmeal six months in advance.

What?????...

Are you deaf? Or just an idiot? Do I really need to repeat it?...

No…. But I’m thinking about the fish…

What???

That’s right. You’ve already sold them as meal and they don’t know a thing 

about it…they’re swimming around in complete ignorance. They’ve just been 

hatched and they’re moving around underwater. Peru has already sold them 

and they’re swimming around.18

Here the fish allude to the status of the working class wherein Marx also 
saw an agglomeration of souls that were sold to benefit capitalism. It is 
the illusory life with its compensations and promises of wellbeing—a be-
nefit of consumerism—that supposedly temper the image of a previously 
damned life and a future that plays out without our participation.

A concentration on the exploitation of the few, even with abundant 
resources, is not the best way to generate wealth in the long term. 
Sustainable economies must lead to diversification. It is symptoma-
tic that the anchovy, the main species harvested in the production of 
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144 fishmeal—and by-products like fish oil—should die en masse, and in 
the water, with the arrival of El Niño, at the same time that hundreds 
of thousands of other species are displaced in search of colder waters 
or dive to greater depths and are therefore unable to be reached by (we 
should also say are saved from) enormous fishing fleets whose pro-
duction itself is affected, and with that, the nation’s economy, which, 
at least when it comes to fishing, is entirely dependent on that product 
and its exportation, largely to the European—and now Chinese—
market.

There is a better option than adapting to changes and preparing for them: 
Doing one’s part so that transformations that are coming are brought 
about in a different way. Maybe this national economic boom is, as some 
insinuate, more on the outside than on the inside of Peru. That’s cer-
tainly a possibility at a time of rapacious resource extractions on the part 
of multinational corporations, market liberalizations and huge benefits 
created by increases in profits for the social sectors that these transactions 
privilege, or by the establishment of franchises. As well, any place on earth 
can be devastated by seizing hard-to-see opportunities or the most mini-
mal existing resources, all because the objective is the accumulation (or 
flow) of money capital. As regards the twenty-first century, its differences 
in terms of past economic crises are huge. If indeed during the crisis of 
the 80s the bourgeoisie—certainly reduced in number but enormously 
distrustful and fearful—nearly became a parody of itself; in apparently 
more felicitous times it becomes pedantic, compulsively consumerist and 
suddenly proliferates everywhere, generating immeasurable social costs 
and—because of just how idiotic the bourgeoisie can be—may be some-
thing much more dangerous and irreversible.   

Jared Diamond relates how the Polynesians on so-called Easter Island 
ended up tragically divided and menaced, over-exploiting forest resources 
and changing the ecosystem of a habitat with already fragile connections 
to other islands, which led to its conversion from the prehistoric forest 
it once was—during the time its enormous statues were erected—to an 
unpopulated wasteland that Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen found in 
1772.18 Our world today is our tiny little island. If phenomena like El Niño 
contribute to the displacement and dissolution of the pre-Hispanic cul-
ture of the Mochica in the north of Peru, still, when we put down carob 
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145tree seeds en the Sechura desert, not far from there, the same flood turns a 
desert into a productive orchard for many years. 

We cannot celebrate ecological disaster, something terrible for almost 
everyone in the world, but neither can we ignore that it benefits agricul-
ture and the production of other resources in Greenland, for example, 
that now produces potatoes, broccoli and other vegetables that were once 
unthinkable there.20 My text ends with more questions than answers. Not 
unlike the way poet Mario Montalbetti imagined the poem’s airplane 
flight, the world system could also end up “Smashed to pieces on a dark 
mountain / That wasn’t in the charts.” Up to this point there seems to be 
only one thing we’ve underestimated: human beings—the principal, and 
one of the most diverse, resources we have on the planet. But we’re also 
much more than that.

Lima/Mexico City
January 2009
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Suely Rolnik 
A Shift towards the Unnameable1

Having decided to experience Cildo Meireles’s Red Shift,3 I take the first 
available flight to Belo Horizonte. Arriving at Inhotim,4 I head straight 
for the work, installed in a building especially constructed for the instal-
lation and conceived by the artist himself. A fourth wall has been added 
to the structure that did not exist in previous versions, which allows a 
separation from the external space. This is no trifling matter: free from 
the distracting murmur of exhibitions and with no time limit, I enter the 
installation, shut the door and let myself go.
 First environment: furniture, domestic appliances, carpets, paintings, 
but also porcelain penguins on a fridge, fish in an aquarium, parakeet in 
a cage, and all types of knick-knacks and trinkets cluttering the space. Not 
to mention an lp spinning endlessly on the turntable, a constantly illumi-
nated televison and just a few books, all pompously bound, displayed on 

West of Tordesillas, metaphor has no 

value of its own. It is not that I dislike 

metaphor. I want all works to be seen 

some day, not as objects for sterile flights 

of fancy, but as marks, memories, and 

evocations of real and visible conquests.

Cildo Meireles2 

Left: Cildo Miereles, Red Shift, 1967-1984. Courtesy MUAC (UNAM)



150 the shelf as if they too were trinkets. Signs of the passion for consumption 
propelled by industrial modernity mingled with nostalgia for everyday 
objects of pre-modern existence. Were it not for a computer, this would 
be a typical Brazilian middle-class living room of the 1960s and 70s. The 
ordinary scene of ordinary lives.
 Two elements, nevertheless, diverge from this condensed normality: 
one is the colour (everything is red, in different tones; one cannot help 
seeing it), the other is the sound (the constant flow of water which com-
poses the soundtrack of a video of the installation itself, playing in a loop 
on a television; one cannot help hearing it). I let myself am guided by the 
sound and follow on.
 Second environment: in some sort of nonspecific in-between space 
a thick red liquid has apparently been spilt from a small glass bottle fallen 
to the floor. It spreads through the rest of the house in an immense stain 
totally disproportionate to the size of the flask. I let myself be guided by 
this colour that inundates the floor and move on.
 Third environment: the colour is lost in pitch-blackness. Beneath 
the beam of a light installed pecariously at the back of the room, a single 
object can be seen in the impenetrable darkness. It is a white sink, tilted 
as though falling; from the tap gushes a red liquid that splatters over its 
entire surface. As the only scene fraught with drama, it seems to suggest 
there is a hidden narrative, which if deciphered would reveal a supposed 
meaning of the work. Complete mistake: as my intimacy with the installa-
tion increases, this expectation disappears. 

In search of the “Shift”
The artist did not give the red in the first environment to the objects it 
arrived along with them.5 Colour constitutes these objects to such a de-
gree that it seems to emanate from them, contaminating the atmosphere 
of the room and of my own body: my eyes, my ears, my skin, my breath 
... my subjectivity. It is not by chance that Meireles calls this first space 
Impregnation. Little by little, I begin to lose the references that the objects 
offered when I first arrived. In the second environment (called Entorno in 
Portuguese), the red seems to have detached itself from things in order to 
present itself as such: a dense redness that overflows to occupy the entire 
environment. It was with the double meaning of entorno in Portuguese 
–“overflowing” and “environment”– that Meireles named this part of 
the work, where I can no longer hang on to any certain reference. There is 

Su
el

y 
R

ol
ni

k 



151nothing logic here: between the bottle and the spilt liquid there is a total 
disproportion; it is impossible to find any recognisable function for this 
space in the normal residence I had supposedly entered. My disorienta-
tion intensifies. 
 In the last environment, Shift, the colour finally merges with the 
sound. If from the start and till that moment there is a strong presennce 
of both, even they run parallel but with no relation between them, from 
the gushing tap at the centre of that precariously balanced sink they ar-
ticulate to each other, making some kind of meaning: the incessant noise 
of a flood of red water that nothing can staunch. The relief is short lived; 
the topsy-turvy logic that would unite these elements does not hold up, 
it dissolves beneath the impact of the deep darkness. What takes place, 
in fact, is a Shift – as the artist calls this last room and the installation as 
whole.
 Each time a logic appears to take shape, it is deconstructed at the very 
next step. There is a process that functions as a loop, like the video trans-
mitted on the tv in the first space, through which the installation itself 
eternally returns, as does our disquiet for as long as we are there. Cildo 
himself summed it up by saying “The work works in circles.” And with re-
gard to another moment in the work that is signaled by the same logic, he 
says, “The stain in the second space contains a plausible explanation—in 
this case a literal one—for the red in the first space. At the same time, the 
stain introduces a separate aspect: the question of the perfect horizon that 
results from the surface of the liquid at rest. With this horizon in view, 
you walk toward the third and final part, the detour, to be specific, which 
undoes the previous part, since it becomes doubtful that one has found 
oneself on a flat surface. In the end, nevertheless, the red is reintroduced 
and is united with the beginning.”6

 With rigorous precision tempered by subtle humour, the artist plays 
with elements susceptible of recognition, either in terms of meaning or 
of form (the ‘extensive’ dimension of the work). These elements promise 
tranquillity, just as, simultaneously, the artist pulls the carpet out from 
under our feet, leaving us ungrounded and thrown into the chaos of the 
field of forces that are actualised in the work (its ‘intensive’ dimension). 
This paradoxical back-and-forth movement seems to constitute one of the 
essential elements of the thinking poetics that permeates Red Shift.
 But it doesn’t stop there. During the afternoon I spent in Red Shift, 
after several comings and goings within it, I begin to feel the pulse of a 
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152 diagram of forces, vaguely familiar and yet strangely inaccessible. Might 
this not announce the shift that operates in the work? Yet still I know 
nothing about it. I must wait until the experience settles.
 Some days after my visit, the disquiet gains its first words: faint-
ing... desolation... despondency.... collapse... paralysis... fear... An endless 
sense of apprehension, absolute impotence, exhaustion. What gradually 
takes shape is the daily sensation of living under Brazil’s military dictator-
ship – precisely the period in which the diverse ideas that led Meireles 
to conceive the installation first crystallized and came together. This has 
nothing to do with a metaphor of the regime’s brutality in its visible and 
representable face (which is the usual interpretation, hackneyed by repeti-
tion according to the artist himself).7 Instead, it relates to the sensation 
of an invisible atmosphere that impregnates everything – the regime’s 
intensive diagram of forces – more implacable in its subtelty and intangi-
bility. The impression is that under or behind that excessive pathological 
‘normality’ permeating life in those decades of state terrorism, an inces-
sant bleeding of the vital flows of Brazilian society is in process, day after 
day. All is overtaken, as the sound and color of flowing red liquid takes 
over the whole installation.
 It is well known that colours are fields of forces which affect our 
bodies. Red has the smallest frequency and the longest wavelength of the 
spectrum. These qualities make it shift less as it moves in space and give 
it the capacity to attract other colours, imposing itself upon them. Indeed, 
red in this installation imposes itself onto the singularity of things and 
makes them uniform. This physical experience of the work actualises 
within my body the sensory mark of the omnipotence of military power 
over subjectivities, which homogenises everything under the impact of 
terror, restraining the vital movement (understood here as the potential 
of creation, differentiation, shift). There is no single space that escapes 
such omnipresence – no home, school, workplace, street, bridge, square, 
bar, restaurant, shop, hospital, bus, taxi . . . not even the air itself. An arc of 
tension is formed, extending itself to the limit: nerves standing on end, a 
state of permanent alert. A total impossibility of rest, but also of making 
‘shifts’ as we move through space/time.
 It is no easy matter to connect with such sensations and overcome 
their denial; more difficult still is to actualise them, whether visually or 
in any other language: verbal, cinematic, musical or even existential. And 
yet exactly this is required to re-appropriate and activate the vital flow that 
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153has bled away (or in less serious cases, has been been staunched). If any 
artistic effort in this direction is effectively worthwhile – and if it is equally 
worthwhile to let oneself be contaminated by its creations – the aim is 
certainly not to remain within the memory of the trauma, to substantial-
ize and historicise it, glorifying oneself in the role of the victim. On the 
contrary, such an effort is valuable because it becomes a way of reactivat-
ing and re-inscribing in the present what was there before the trauma, 
and has been drained away on account of it – a ‘real and visible conquest’ 
that overcomes the toxic effects inscribed in the body’s memory. In this 
installation, Meireles manages to materialise such a shift towards the un-
nameable, actualised here as ‘marks, evocations’ of this conquest. If we 
are able to let ourselves go, this shift can become equally possible in our 
own subjectivity.

Politics & poetics
The wider context in which Meireles’s ideas for this installation originat-
ed was the movement of institutional critique that developed internation-
ally in art during the 1960s and 70s. The  major focus of that movement  
–the nerve center of its poetics– was to problematise the power of `art 
system´ over the work. In general, elements that are questioned include 
everything from the spaces given over to artworks to the categories based 
upon which “official” art histories judge them, touching also on the me-
dia employed and recognized genres. As such, in South America during 
the same period, a political dimension was added as a central element 
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154 within art’s institutional territory that needed to be problematized. 
Art history points to the specificity of such practices by grouping them 
within the category of “political and/or ideological conceptual art.” That 
said, this doesn’t mean—as “that” history supposes erroneously—that 
the artist has become the militant transmitter of ideological content. 
What makes him or her incorporate a political dimension into his/her 
poetic investigations is the fact of having lived repression within the very 
marrow of his/her creative activity. The most obvious manifestation of 
this constraint is censorship of what emerges from the creative process. 
Nevertheless, the impalpable inhibitory effect that emerges from this very 
process is much more subtle and disastrous, a menace that hovers in the 
air because of the inexorable traumas that come from the experience of 
humiliation. This nodal aspect of tensions mobilizes the need to create in 
a way that can take form in an artwork.   
 The ‘basic core’ of Meireles’s work, according to the artist himself, “is 
an investigation of space in all its aspects: physical, geometrical, historical, 
psychological, topological and anthropological.”8 Effectively, it is an artis-
tic action that inserts itself into the transversality that makes up the ter-
ritory of art, upsetting many of its layers, including the political (but un-
derstood in this case in a sense radically distinct from the ideological, the 
pedagogical or the militant, that insists on assigning value to the artist’s 
work, wherein the artist does not even recognize himself.9 [Soon we’ll 
see to what other meaning of the political we are referring to]. Such is the 
case with Shift to red where the diffuse and omnipresent experience of 
oppression becomes visible and/or audible through a medium in which 
State Terrorism’s brutality provokes a voluntary blindness, deafness and 
silence, as survival reaction”.10

 Within this context, the conditions for overcoming the excisions that 
exist between the micro and the macro political are present, which are 
reproduced as excisions between the classic figures of the artist and the 
militant.11 A compound of those two types of action imposed on reality 
would seem to be sketched out in Latin American artistic projects from 
this period. “Official” Art History has not yet arrived at this. Before consid-
ering the implications of this lapsus, it become necessary to ask ourselves 
what it is exactly that differentiates micro and macro political actions and 
why their integration is of interest.
 Let’s start by pointing out what they have in common: both start out 
from the urgency of facing tensions in human life in those places where 
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155its dynamic has become interrupted or at least weakened. Both also have 
as an object the removal of obstructions from vital movement, which 
makes them essential activities for the “health” of a society, i.e., makes 
them the affirmation of an inventive force for change when life requires it 
as a condition of its continuance. Nevertheless, the order of the tensions 
each one faces are different, as well as the operations drawn in in their 
confrontations and the subjective faculties involved.
 On the macro political level, we find ourselves facing tensions aris-
ing from conflicts in the “cartography” of the truly visible and utterable, 
i.e., conflicts of class, race, region, gender, etc., or the effects of an unequal 
distribution in established parts of a given social context. This is the 
stratification plane that delimits subjects and objects as well as relation-
ships between them and their respective representations. On the side of 
the micro political, we find ourselves before tensions between the afore-
mentioned plane and the plane that announces itself in the perceptible 
diagram, invisible and unutterable real (this is the plane of flows, intensi-
ties and becomings).
 The first type of tension is accessed through perception, the second 
through sensation. The first approaches the world as a map of forms on 
which we project representations, attributing them meaning; the second 
as a diagram of forces that affect our senses in their capacity for resonance. 
The irreducible paradox between these two capacities of the sensible pro-
vokes collapses of meaning and forces us to think/create. The classic fig-
ure of the artist tends towards the side of micropolitical action while that 
of the activist tends towards macropolitics. It is this separation that began 
to dissolve in Latin America during the 1960s and 70s. Acknowledging 
this, we can begin to answer the question about the damage caused by Art 
History’s lapse with regard to this type of practice.

Ideological conceptualism?
Right from the start, official history failed to do justice to these practices 
by designating them as ‘conceptual’. A different name would have distin-
guished them from the artistic practices thus categorized essentially in 
the United States and Western Europe furthermore because what is un-
derstood by concept in each of those contexts is different. Worse still was 
to describe such a conceptualism as ‘ideological’ or ‘political’, as has been 
attempted in certain accounts (not coincidentally, by North American or 
Western European authors who did not live through this experience). The 
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156 fact is that we find in these artistic proposals the seeds of the integration 
between politics and poetics, experienced and actualised in artistic cre-
ations, but still impossible to label. To call them ‘ideological’ or ‘political’ 
denies the state of estrangement that such a radically new experience pro-
duces in our subjectivity. The operation is quite simple: if what we experi-
ence there is not recognisable as art, then in order to protect ourselves from 
the disturbing noise we categorise it as politics, and everything is kept in its 
rightful place. The abyss between micro and macropolitics is maintained; 
the process of their fusion is aborted, along with all that might have come 
forth (though in the best of cases, the seed remains dormant). In reality 
this state of estrangement constitutes a crucial experience because, as I sug-
gested above, it is the symptom of the forces of alterity reverberating in our 
own body. These reverberations put into crisis the current cartography and 
lead us to create. Ignoring them means that the problematising potential 
which fundamentally characterises artistic action will be blocked.

Artistic interventions that preserve the political strength that is proper 
to them would be those that are undertaken based on the way in which 
the tensions of the present affect the artist’s body; this is the nature of the 
relationship with the present that such actions can convoke in its “precep-
tors.”13 The formal rigor of the work in its physicality here becomes im-
possible to divorce from its rigor as a manifestation of that which creates 
tension such as it is lived in the body. The more precise the form, more 
pulsating is its intensive quality and the greater its power to insert itself 
into an environment. When such an insertion occurs it creates a new poli-
tics of subjectification; perhaps this politics can proliferate and generate 
new configurations of the unconscious in the social arena, in a break with 
dominant references.

What this kind of practice can revive is not simply an awareness of what 
is causing the tension (in the case of enslaving oppression), or its visible, 
representational face, but as well, the experience of this state of affairs in 
the body itself, its invisible, unconscious face, that intervenes in the sub-
jectification process in the place were it has becomes imprisoned and de-
potentialized. In the face of such an experience, it tends to become more 
difficult to ignore the malaise provoked by the current cartography. 
What is gained is a greater precision of focus, which otherwise grows 
murky when the faceoff between everything pertaining to social life is 
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157reduced exclusively to the macro political, making the artists who act in 
this field into mere scenographers, graphic designers and/or advertising 
executives for activism. All that has its purpose, and, no doubt, character-
ized a certain kind of practice from those same decades, which could ef-
fectively be classified as “political” and “ideological.” But therein resides 
for me the key to Art History’s unfortunate lapsus: having generalized 
that classification with regard to artistic actions proposed in the 1960s 
and 70s in Latin America and thus missing the irreversible detour that 
was produced in that context. Cildo himself insists on such a distinction 
on a number of occasions, such as when he writes, for example, that “I 
had problems with political art where the emphasis was on discourse and 
the work ended up looking like propaganda.”14 Or when he states that if 
indeed his work is permeated by a political bias, he himself is unaware of 
it.15 Or even when he recounts that when he asked artists for work for the 
rooms in Impregnación, in its first version, Raymundo Colares brought 
him a button with an image of Che Guevara. The only white object placed 
in the china cabinet, it stands out from the rest not just due to color, 
but also for its reference to an external, metaphorical representation.16 
The image of Che symbolizes political resistance, placed in an extensive 
dimension, and contrasts with the rules of politics in its intensive dimen-
sion, integrated into the poetics that characterizes this work and in which 
resides a problematizing potential for the artistic environment. Isn’t that 
what Cildo is pointing out when he characterizes his work’s political bias 
as “unconscious”?
 Cildo’s work is certainly one of the most resounding manifestations 
of this kind of practice. Its strength lies beyond any representational con-
tent based on a referent that is external to its poetics (ideological or oth-
erwise). But this first kind of interpretation is abetted by a certain number 
of false clues, placed by the artist as an anecdotal dimension that the work 
supposedly contains but whose function is, on the contrary, to negate 
it: looking toward the irremediably implausible, an apparently plausible 
imaginary articulation is created, that upon being revealed as inoperable 
is able to propel us toward a confrontation with what is intolerable. They 
are clues that derail our insistence on remaining at a distance—blind, 
deaf and mute—from experience.17

 If indeed the mistake begins here with the idea that we are in a land-
scape of symbols, metaphors and narratives, neither is the work’s vigor 
to be found in the physicality of form itself, supposedly autonomous and 
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158 separate from the experience of the world. In both of these interpreta-
tions—“sterilized lucubrations” (as Cildo himself would have it)—the 
body of the interpreter is absent in its vulnerability when faced with the 
forces of the world, and as such, the force of the work; the world is absent 
in its potential to affect that body. In sum, it is the work itself that is ab-
sent in its quality as a potential contagion of the person who interprets 
it—its power to interfere in the status of things. 
 Going against these “absences,” the strength of Shift to Red is found 
in the intensive content characterized by a concentration of the world’s 
forces exactly as affects the body of the artist and, inescapably, in the 
work’s extensive ways of reifying this. The work’s “state of having hap-
pened” emerges from this. If there is a politics there, and if there is a poet-
ics there, these are absolutely inseparable in the precise formation of a 
single, unique gesture and an intensive diagram of its potential for flame 
throwing. For this reason, Cildo’s work—like that of many artists from 
the same period in Brazil and Latin America—has the power to keep our 
bodies alert. The rest depends on our desire.
 The equivocation starts with the idea that we are within the do-
main of symbols, metaphors and narratives. But neither does the work’s 
vigour lie in the physicality of form itself, supposedly autonomous and 
disassociated from the experience of the world. In both these interpreta-
tions – these ‘sterilized flights of fancy’, as Meireles would no doubt call 
them – the body of the one who interprets is absent in its vulnerability to 
the forces of the world and thus of the work; nor is the world there in its 
potential to affect that body. The work, in short, is not there in terms of 
its potential to infect its interpreters, nor in its power to intervene in the 
state of things.
 In contrast to these absences, the vigour of Meireles’s Red Shift will 
be found in the intensive content of world-forces as they reach the art-
ist’s body, and indissolubly in the extensive form of their actualisation in 
the work. Hence its status as ‘event’. If there is politics here and if there is 
also poetics, they are absolutely inseparable within the precise formation 
of one single gesture and in the intensive diagram of its inflammatory 
potential. This is why Meireles’s work – as many other works of Brazilian 
and Latin Amiercan artist of the same period – possess the power to keep 
our bodies awake. It depends only on our desire.

[Translated from the Portuguese by Brian Holmes]
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Notes

1 Translation from the original in Portuguese and uncut from the published text of 
the catalogue of the exhibition by Cildo Meireles at the Museu d’Art Contemporani 
de Barcelona (MacBa), 2009 (the published translation in that catalogue was based 
on the translation to English by the Tate Modern). 

2 Cildo Meireles, “Artist’s Writings”. In Cildo Meireles. London: Phaidon Press Lim-
ited, 1999. Tranlsation to Portuguese: “Textos do Artista”. In Cildo Meireles, São 
Paulo: Cosac & Naify Edições Ltda., p. 106. Originally publicated in the catalgue 
Information, Kynaston McShine (Edit), New York: The Museum of Modern, 1971; 
and in Brazil, in Cildo Meireles, Coleção Arte Brasileria Contemporãnea. Río de 
Janeiro: Funarte, 1981. 

3 Red Shift results from a long process that starts in 1967, with two ideas that 
emerge simultaneously with the first projects and models of Espaços Virtuais: 
Cantos (Virtual Spaces: Chants) that Cildo Meireles developed at the time. The 
first one consisted in imaging a person that, for any reason (an irrelevant one), 
decided to accumulate the largest number of functional and decorative objects in 
different tones of a particular colour all gathered in one space; a sort of collector 
of the same colour (at that time the artist thought of the colour blue). The second 
one consisted in establishing virtual planes from a cut on objects and mobiles 
normally assembled in any given room of a house. Both ideas had a certain link 
between them, but as this was not the issue of his then current investigations, 
they remained latent until 1981. For the XVI São Paulo Biennial, they reappeared 
when he was invited by the Texas museum to create a new large-scale work based 
in La Bruja (The Witch), exhibited at the Biennial. The notes of both 1967 ideas 
came together and met with other two thought in 1978 and 1980, when the artist 
came back to Brazil. The first one consisted in a tiny bottle from which blue liquid 
dripped in large amounts, forming a stain with no proportion at all; the second 
one, consisted in an oblique transparent sink, whose tap gushes a vertical water 
flow. At the end, the exhibition didn’t take place but Cildo entitled the first piece 
(the one with the two same colour objects) Impregnation; based in false logics, 
this would articulate one with the other to put together an installation, and the 
colour red substituted the blue. The piece was mounted for the first time in 1984, 
at the Museo de Arte Moderno of Río de Janeiro (information taken from a phone 
call with the artist in April 2008).

4 INHOTIM – Centro de Arte Contemporaneo. Brumandinho, Minas Gerais, Brazil.

5 All the objects Cildo selected were originally red. 

6 This remark took place during the same telephone comversation, when Cildo 
mentioned that he would articulate the three projects with false logics. 

7 The decantation time of ideas that take body in Red Shift, is also the decanta-
tion time of the possibility to embody sensations moved by traumatic experi-
ences of the State Terrorism and, from there, find strategies to reactivate the 
vital movement interrupted by trauma. 1967, when the first ideas emerged, is the 
year before the Acto Institucional N. 5 (the moment the power of dictatorship is 
absolute), the period between 1978 and 1980, when Cildo conceived the other two 
ideas, coincides with the return to Brazil form his voluntary exile (decision usually 
taken at a time when the trauma is sufficiently elaborated, so you can still live the 



161intolerable and its effects are not devastating). In 1982, when the installation is 
conceived (although it was only exhibited in 1984) is the year of an intense collec-
tive process of reactivation of democracy, as well as of the poetic power within the 
Brazilian society, what authorizes and bases the reactivation of the vitality of both. 
In a conversation with Cildo, about his work he affirms that he is not conscious 
about the political changes present in his work. We could say that they are equally 
unconscious of the above-mentioned decantation, as well as the self-timing of 
each. 

8 Same phone converstation. 

9 Cildo Meireles, “Artist Writings”. In Cildo Meireles, op. cit., p. 136. Translation to 
Portuguese: “Textos do artista”. In Cildo Meireles, op. cit., p. 118. 

10 Idem. 

11 Perhaps it is not mere coincidence that among the ornaments of the livingroom 
in Shift, we find the “three monkeys wisdom”. Each one plugs, respectively, its 
eyes, its ears and its mouth.

12 This division is at the core of the conflict that characterized the troubled love-
hate relationship between artistic and political movements during the Twentieth 
Century, part responsible of frustrated intents of collective change.

13 The term “perceptor” is a suggestion of Sao Paulo’s artist Rubens Mano to 
characterize the roll of those who get involved with this kind of artistic proposals, 
that require the effects of such subjectivity. Terms such as receptor, spectator, 
participant, user, etc., become inadequate to describe this kind of relation to art. 

14 Cildo Meireles, “Artist Writings”. In Cildo Meireles, op. cit., p. 136. Translation to 
Portuguese: “Textos do artista”. In Cildo Meireles, op. cit., p. 136. 

15 Above-mentioned phone call. 

16 Idem. 

17 The choice of red, instead of blue as thought in the beginning, can be as well 
understood as a poetic strategy of the “lead that misleads”. According to Cildo 
himself (in the same phone conversation), red is the colour with more symbolisms, 
which allows a larger amount of possible associations (not only to violence and 
blood –here taken as example of a metaphor related to this work and in encasing 
it– but as well as to menstruation, love, passion, anger, courage, etc.). The prolif-
eration of meanings denaturalizes each one of them, destabilizing this way the use 
of the metaphor in the interpretation of the piece. 
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Marcelo Expósito 
History Lessons: Art Between  
Institutional Experimentation and  
The Politics of Social Movements1

If I had to sum up schematically the field within which my intervention 
will be situated today, I would describe a diagram that is articulated on 
a double axis: two axes that cross perpendicularly. The first would be 
formed by the virtual link between two questions I’ve taken from the in-
troduction Cuauhtémoc Medina wrote to contextualize today’s session, La 
genealogía del sur: historias e historia del arte contemporáneo (The Genealogy 
of the South: Stories and History of Contemporary Art). The two questions I 
want to emphasize are the following: First, what happens with academic, 
discursive or critical practices that propose “a dramatic re-positing of con-
temporary artistic genealogies and a perturbation of modernism’s lineal 
narratives”? Secondly, “How to explore the history of militancy and of the 
margins”?

I believe tracing an oscillation between these two questions can configure 
an axis for thought and action, provided we remember the link between 
these two questions cannot be conceived as something as given a priori. 
To establish a relationship between the re-positing of genealogies and 
modernism’s narratives, on the one hand, and the exploration of the 
history of militancy and of the margins, on the other, practical and criti-
cal articulations are required, since this relationship is never produced 
naturally or immediately. It is certain that the links that can be esta-
blished between the two questions will have to be different, as well as 



164 be in accord with a diversity of geopolitical and cultural contexts. We 
could say that what must be devised are situated articulations of this two-
pronged question.

I take it for granted that at the same time this double question is a means 
to a dual end. One deduces that the enunciation of a counter-hegemonic 
narrative would had to be derived from questioning modernity’s domi-
nant narrative. At the same time, what else can we suppose an exploration 
of the history of militancy and of the margins aspires to, if not actualize 
and reactivate the emancipatory potential that they can both still have? As 
much these two questions, as the ends to which we presume they lead, 
definitely need, I repeat, to be related by means of articulation and transla-
tion practices. 

Before continuing with the visualization of this virtual diagram, I want 
to open a brief parenthesis by specifying a methodological aspect of this 
conference. The course of the conference will not be carried out from a 
speculative perspective, or in the abstract, but rather by sketching out 
some highly fleeting reflections—as I hinted—in a situated manner, in a 
series of cases, occurring within a relatively brief span of time. Some of the 
experiences I invite you to consider centered around, were projected out-
ward from, or had the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (macba), 
the well known museum institution, as their confrontation subject. In 
other words, what I propose here is to revisit a series of experiences situ-
ated in the origin—or coincidental with the beginnings—of a series of 
institutional experiments that macba promoted during some eight years 
under the direction of Manuel Borja-Villel as well as under the aegis of 
Jorge Ribalta, in his capacity as the head of the museum’s Department of  
Public Programs. Some were experiments in which I had the privilege  
of participating.2 

I also need to say that this is the first time I will speak at length and 
publically with regard to certain experiences in which I participated 
intensely during several years, and with which I have been very closely 
involved. Never before had I felt a motivation to put together such a nar-
rative that would review in real time processes that seemed to me to still 
be open. Now, somehow, they no longer seem that way. Not only are 
they no longer open because the experimentation cycle initiated by the 
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165museum at the beginning of the decade has now ended (and the mu-
seum is now entering a new phase, under new management and with 
new programs). As well, they are no longer open due to my impression 
that we now find ourselves at the end of a cycle in more general terms; 
and that we are entering a period that differs from one characterized by 
the intensification of certain relationships between art and new move-
ments we have gone through the last fifteen years3. This personal reflec-
tion allows me to hint at one of my lecture’s subtexts: what are the pos-
sibilities—as well as the impossibilities—of establishing articulations 
and translations between institutions’ policies and the politics of social 
movements? Between recent forms of institutional experimentation in 
the arts and culture and the reconstitution of an autonomous politics of 
social movements—a type of politics that has been the principal catalyst 
for the current cycle of conflict? These two kinds of policies/politics are 
precisely those that constitute the two poles of my diagram’s second 
axis, whose description we left pending for a moment, and which I can 
now specify thus:

Questioning of the dominant
 narratives of Modernity 

Institutional      Reconstitution of the  
experimentation     autonomous politics  
       of social movements 

(Re-activation of the) counter-hegemonic
 and militant practices memory 

Here is how I propose to diagram the complex field of relationships 
among all the following terms, which is precisely the field within which a 
series of cases—whose index i will offer inmediatelly—will navigate:

antagonismos / antagonisms
procesos documentales / documentary processes

geneva 2001
tute bianche
prague 2000

de la acción directa como una de las bellas artes / 
 on direct action as one of the fine arts
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166 macba
las agencias

barcelona 2001
ne pas plier

desacuerdos / disagreements
show-bus

video nou, servei de video comunitari
bordercamp

kein mensch ist illegal
documenta x

hybrid workspace

This is a list of names that may serve as a first possible outline of a wider 
narrative than the one that can feasibly be developed at this conference; a 
history that would gradually advance via various continuity solutions, in 
an effort to produce internal reverberations. This talk will consist there-
fore in proposing an outline for a narrative device: a form of narrating 
that does not respect pre-established taxonomies between autonomous 
movements or politics of social movements, institutional policies, artistic 
practices, critical theory, historiographic discourses or exhibition models. 
It has to do with the elaboration of a history that impugns the “common 
sense” that differentiate between these categories, though not to dissolve 
them in a totum revolutum, but rather to try to experiment if a method of 
articulation that responds to the type of historiographic logic that some 
have called diagrammatic would be possible. Such logic would seek to 
construct diagrams that are configured as the visualization of force fields 
within which elements such as those already enumerated would be sub-
ject to tension. I want to propose practicing “diagramming” as something 
different from the more common idea of “cartography.” Cartography is 
an activity that would appear to be directed toward visual representation 
of an already existent, relatively stable territory. A diagram is supposed to 
produce images of the resonances that occur in a particular field. It does 
not presuppose the pre-existence of a territory to be represented, but 
rather is configured with a schematic visualization that incorporates and 
makes explicit a viewpoint with regard to dynamic situations4.

My talk today is offered up as a draft for one of the possible diagrams of a 
handful of experiences that have occurred in the articulations between art 
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167and politics, and between institutions and movements, in the last fifteen 
years.  

In a first instance I will refer to an exhibition that took place in July 
2001 at macba entitled Antagonismos. Casos de estudio (Antagonisms: Case 
Studies). How did this exhibition work? The show was organized around 
certain genealogies that were seen as strange then: it was structured based 
on thematic nuclei and genealogies without predetermined linearity, that 
at the same time avoided proposing a teleological reading of the phe-
nomena it presented. Neither was the totality of the information divided 
according to geopolitical ideas as tends lazily to happen with other, more 
customary taxonomies. In contrast, this exhibition grouped case studies 
together, taking the global unrest of 1968 as a point of departure and 
stirring up resonances between experiences of critical public art from the 
1980s, Arte Povera, institutional conflicts that surrounded Joseph Beuys 
at the Düsseldorf Künstakademie in the 70s, art that was intertwined with 
identity politics, critiques of visual representation, various forms of cri-
tique with regard to the commercialization of artworks, etc. The thematic 
nuclei around which the case studies were organized presented obvious 
transversal problematics and other, less evident echoes. For example, it 
was posited that Walter Benjamin’s ideas about the emancipatory po-
tential of artwork’s mechanical reproduction had been updated at varied 
times and through various experiences (ranging from Klaus Staeck to the 
Guerrilla Girls, to site just two names). Yet even though that was an idea 
made explicit in the show’s introductory curation, it really constituted 
more of an hypothesis than a series of obvious conclusions. 

Even today we could see one of the case studies, “Latin America,” as 
problematic in its generalistic approach. If we look carefully at the exhi-
bition web page—which is still on line5—we first see the action Víctor 
Grippo orchestrated around his well known installation of an bread oven 
in a public plaza in 1972; we have David Lamelas below; and in other plac-
es we find references to experiences on the part of Chile’s Arte de Avanzada 
movement as well as the Tucumán Arde collective.

It’s interesting to remember that Antagonismos was an enormously high-
profile show: it enjoyed a privileged position inside the museum, taking 
up space on nearly every floor., Walking across the show was a strange 
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168 experience: you had the sensation of moving through an enormous 
container of experiences between art and politics, that might at once be 
structured provisionally, or with a sense of urgency, or following a cer-
tain improvisational model. Perhaps one could think of a constellation 
that, while it is being crossed, does not always clearly reveal which types 
of relationships between stars, planets, comets and meteorites, con-
tained within it, produce which forms of nucleus creation or movement. 
Therefore what Antagonismos might be doing becomes more evident if 
we read it in juxtaposition with another more modest show that took 
place simultaneously in a more peripheral part of the museum—that in 
fact, was located outside its main building: Procesos documentales. Imagen 
testimonial, subalternidad y esfera pública (Documentary Processes: Testimonial 
Image, Subalternity and Public Sphere).6

The introductory text Procesos documentales ended with a programmatic 
declaration from which I’ll read a few lines. It alludes to Martha Rosler’s 
classic text from 1981, where she criticized documentary photography’s 
positivism: “in, around and afterthoughts (on documentary photogra-
phy)”. Rosler states that the double critique of documentary pho- 
tography’s positivism and art photography’s supposed political disin-
terestedness is the precondition from which could be derived a practice 
of visual representation that could think in complex terms about its 
relationship with politics and the processes of social transformation 
through a type of anti-positivist and anti-naturalist image production that 
oscillates between documentary and artistic practice. The statement at the 
end of Jorge Ribalta’s text acknowledged the challenge that Rosler’s essay 
threw down, responding thus: “Today we can say that documentary’s prom-
ise remains unfulfilled. In their explorations, this exposition’s works offer 
models for a possible civic art, or of a demand for realism that preserves re-
sistance value within image, in order to understand the metropolitan experi-
ence of the subaltern political subject under current historical conditions.”

The formal devices in Procesos documentales were quite different from 
those of Antagonismos; the exhibition was less far-reaching but no less 
sophisticated, containing works and activities with different support me-
dia and of different natures (slide shows, video and film on monitors as 
well as projected onto screens, tables featuring documentation for public 
consultation, conferences, debates, etc.). Together the two shows worked 
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169toward an objective that should not be lost from view: they sought make 
visible a variety of historical interpretation tools, in order to offer these as 
a reservoir of practices and experiences, or of different types of knowledge, 
and put everything at the service of something that, in reality, cannot be 
strictly observed in the concrete materiality of these exhibitions, because 
it is inscribed in a space outside the museum field when these shows 
were installed. What was this context, this hors-champ? In other words, 
what was the context of metropolitan experience where Procesos documen-
tales proposed to test the possibilities of a new civic art?

Let’s look at this image: it’s a column of Tute Bianche marchers, the “White 
Overalls” civil disobedience group, one of various columns that mobilized 
in an attempt to halt the G8 summit—the meeting among the leaders 
of the eight nations thought to be the planet’s most developed—that 
took place in Genoa in July 2001. That is, at exactly the same time that 
Antagonismos and Procesos documentales were being exhibited in Barcelona. 
The photo we’re seeing is by Oriana Eliçabe and it condenses in a fairly 
unequivocal way and in just one snapshot the intensity with which what 
we called the global movement or movement of movements was produced. 
Above all, it presents us with an effective image of the potency of a mass 
movement and how in the span of its outbreak in the public sphere it 
managed to obliterate the symbolic representations of a globalized neo-
liberal power7. 
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170 The White Overalls constituted one the most articulated and meaningful 
confrontation tactics employed in public space during the anti-summit 
cycle. Its meaning must be understood on two levels, which in them-
selves are characteristic of all the resistance tactics deployed within 
the global resistance movement: in the first place, it is a practice that 
emerges as situated in a specific context; at the same time it expands and 
moves out transversally, reproducing itself in other varied situations. The 
context of the White Overalls’ practice is none other than Italy’s histori-
cal/political situation. Autonomous movements in Italy had suffered 
an unequivocal rout after a protest cycle that developed for almost two 
decades, the 60s and the 70s. Their defeat, the result of a de facto state 
of emergency imposed by the Italian state apparatuses, resulted in an 
effective de-legitimization and criminalization of protest and political 
confrontation in public space. The White Overalls became a practice that 
sought to restore legitimacy to direct action by creating a model for the 
confrontational occupation of space that served two functions, symbolic 
and practical, as this photo demonstrates. Both functions are realized in 
the signaling of the body in direct action. The protesters create a block of 
bodies clad in prostheses, a sort of do-it-yourself bit of protective gear: 
padding applied to the body’s vulnerable areas and joints, and motorcy-
cle helmets for the head, along with items designed to protect the collec-
tive body as well. In this particular case we see transparent shields that 
compact the mass of protesters and at the same time protect its edges 
from attack by anti-riot police. 

If we look carefully, the self-protected body of the protester in this block 
works as a negative image of the policeman’s body: white before black, 
the protective gear that emphasizes the fragility of the body and its soft 
tissues before the ever more mechanized image of the anti-riot corps as 
it represses dissent in public spaces; defensive prostheses opposite others 
designed to inflict pain. The idea is clear: it is a portrayal of the body in di-
rect action as one that does not wish to engage in violence, but that rather 
is ready to defend itself against the external violence about to rain down 
on a legitimate act of protest.
 
Just minutes before the multitude began to demonstrate in Genoa—
with many hundreds of thousands of individuals heading toward the 
“red zone,” the area cordoned off by police and armed forces in order 
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171to block entrance therein—the White Overalls column, like all other 
columns and blocks at the protest march, was harshly attacked. The 
tightly knit block seen in the photograph was shot and armored police 
vehicles, weighing several tons, were driven into the protesters’ bodies 
at full speed.

This is Carlo Giuliani on 20 July 2001, laid out on the ground just minutes 
after having been killed. A young policeman shot him in the head and 
the van from which the shot had been taken ran over the fallen body. The 
policeman, Mario Placanica, was not even tried: after some time, the judge 
assigned to the case withdrew all charges. Yet even Carlo’s death was just 
a part of the storm of violence that was lashed out against the mass body 
that assembled in Genoa. The days of sadistic, broad daylight repression 
on the part of the so-called forces of order dragged out into various weeks 
of psychological abuse and physical torture for dozens of the unfound-
edly detained. 

A number of hypotheses come into play when trying to explain why 
the Italian government put this dangerous experiment of incitement to 
small-scale civil war into practice, in plain sight of innumerable movie, 
press and television cameras, and feeling not even the least compunc-
tion to hide. No doubt the most cogent explanation is the one that 
points to the fact that the authoritarian counteroffensive opposed to 
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172 the rise of a global political movement sought to reverse the effect of 
the media attention that the movement was gaining. The ubiquitous 
dissemination of brutal images struck terror within sectors such as 
the young of the European middle class whose politization had been 
growing ever more during the anti-summit cycle. The terrifying and 
ambiguous effect of images of Genoa that were propagated (at the same 
time they make repression visible, they also expand a fear of taking di-
rect action in public space) has made me doubt whether I should even 
show this photo of the murdered Carlo here today, on this large-format 
screen. So if I do, it is for two reasons. First, because we are besides the 
Memorial of Tlatelolco, which evokes another bloody episode: the re-
pression of a mexican social movement that occurred in the year I just 
mentioned with regard to Antagonismos, 1968. Second, because I cannot 
fail to observe what type of representation Oriana Eliçabe’s snapshot 
articulates. The camera’s perspective is installed at a prudent, respect-
ful distance. Carlo’s image is far from being that of a generic or abstract 
death because between the laid out body and us—the observers—the 
robotized bodies that have caused his death are unavoidably inscribed. 
On the truncated shield to the left of the frame one sees a fragment of 
the carabinieri emblem and black boots take up the main part of the pic-
ture. Just as in Goya’s Los fusilamientos del tres de Mayo de 1808 en Madrid 
or the stairs of Odessa scene in Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin, the vic-
tims are shown to have faces and with dignity while those who execute 
the massacre are automatons, dehumanized and faceless; what is relevant 
in the portrayal of those figures are the attributes of their violent condi-
tion: uniforms and weapons. 

I would like to refer this reflection to something that has been ex-
pressed at another intervention before mine here at the seminar, about 
art’s role as a provider of voice, image or expression for victims. To 
characterize art thus worries me not a little bit. Previously I referred 
to how Procesos documentales exhibition sought to respond to the in-
terpelation contained in Martha Rosler’s classic text on documentary 
photography. I’ve purposely delayed mentioning one of the text’s fun-
damental points, so I could mention it now: its direct attack on the ide-
ology that underlies the production of the “image of the victim,” as a 
form of humanism that exerts a new symbolic violence or exploitation 
on someone who had already been materially violated or exploited. I 
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173believe Oriana’s photograph implies a radically anti-humanistic ap-
proach, and denies to be based on a depoliticized moralism, when it 
comes to Carlo: not only because the camera refuses to focus exclu-
sively on his body, maintaining our point of view from a distance, but 
as well because the image impedes any possible sentimental identifica-
tion, since the image’s framing always and principally shows that this 
death is neither a symbolic nor abstract one; it is a murder carried out 
by an armed branch of a specific system of power. This picture operates 
precisely the opposite of an abstraction of the subject, the generic vic-
timization of a man: instead it seeks to represent a political conflict—the 
conflict that has been the cause of a murder—by transfering it inside of a 
mode of representation.

Genoa constitutes one of the extremes on which rests an entire arch of 
anti-summit actions from recent history that occurred in an very brief 
span. On the other extreme, Seattle could be considered the beginning 
of the arch, where opposition to the World Trade Organization summit 
broke out between November and December 1999; another cornestone 
of this arch would be the anti-summits protests in Prague in September 
20008. To oversimplify it to almost journalistic language, Prague was the 
European Seattle. It wasn’t so much the huge concentration of activists that 
made it so important (I estimate we were no more than 15000 people 
there); it has more to do with the effectiveness of Prague’s protest ac-
tions, which caused an early closure of the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank summits, and constituted another blow that 
helped destroy the consensus around neo-liberal globalization. We 
could spend some time talking about how the simultaneous invention 
of new movements’ characteristic forms operated in Prague, from its 
most internal organizational aspects to the more highly visible nature 
of direct action and civil disobedience in public space. (Prague was a 
big political event, in the sense that Maurizio Lazzarato speaks of the 
existence of a politics of the event within new-cycle movements.) But I’m 
going to limit myself to one less visible piece of information. One of the 
cities from which the most activists were deployed to the Prague pro-
tests was Barcelona. I remember no fewer than ten buses and innumer-
able private vehicles transported a huge number of activists from social 
movements rooted in Barcelona. Coincidentally, only one month after 
Prague, macba had planned to carry a seminar that would be called  
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174 De la acción directa como una de las bellas artes (On Direct Action as One of 
the Fine Arts). 

It consisted of a combination of publically presented conferences and 
collaborative workshops that had begun to be planned months before 
Prague. De la acción directa como una de las bellas artes became an excep-
tional experiment for articulations between the museum institution 
and social movements’ autonomous politics. It was coordinated by La 
Fiambrera collective, who in Spain might be considered to have intro-
duced what we called “collaborative practices” in the 90s, something we 
supposed at the time to be one of the most important linking method-
ologies between art and politics, and which operated within the realm of 
the new movements9. 

A substantial number of political innovation methodologies were shared 
in the workshops, which, put simply, incorporated symbolic, semiotic or 
technical production tools that were characteristic of the expressivity of 
previous avant-garde art movements, or of critical public art practice, into 
social movement politics, such as the elaboration of the “communication 
guerrilla” concept by the a.f.r.i.k.a. gruppe, Ne pas plier’s collaborative prac-
tices with social movements born of crisis of the Welfare State, communi-
cative direct action by Reclaim the Streets, the production of online hori-
zontal and participatory communication techniques by Indymedia, etc. 
The result was explosive: in a context like that of Barcelona, where groups 
involved in the globalization of a politics of resistance were becoming 
ever larger, De la acción directa como una de las bellas artes workshop created 
a welcome overabundance with regard to new forms of creative protest 
and new ways of politicizing art. But it was nothing less than the begin-
ning of a process that would end up being even more complex: during 
the Prague protests it was announced where the seat of the next Annual 
World Bank Economic Development Conference would be held: Barcelona 
in June of 2001.

At that point, Barcelona’s cultural authorities happened upon the 
amenable idea of putting on an art Triennial that was to be called 
Experiències. Barcelona Art Report 2001 (a triennial which, by the way, 
was only organized once). Its leitmotiv was the extension of art to 
the entire city. It was thought that this aestheticizing strategy for the 
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175appropriation of public space on the part of an ever more omnivorous 
art system could be arrested from within by means of a complex proj-
ect that would function along the border territory between cultural 
institutions and social movements, not in order to produce a neutral-
ization of social conflict via its sublimation through a form of cultural 
representation, but on the contrary, to take up tools for cultural critique 
as instruments for the production of conflict in articulation with the 
autonomous politics of social movements. macba’s contribution to 
the Barcelona Triennial was a project called Las Agencias. It was a project 
driven by task forces that were assembled at the end of De la acción di-
recta workshop. It literally meant producing areas where the creation of 
agency between artistic practice and movement politics would be pos-
sible while avoiding two typical situations characteristic of the relation-
ship between these two entities: on the one hand, the instrumental-
ization or coopting by the institution; and on the other, a welfare-like 
opportunistic relationship that arises from the fact that the institution 
simply finances external activities. To do so it seemed necessary to 
open up spaces for negotiation, articulation and translation processes 
between a politics of antagonism and a politics of cultural administra-
tion. Las Agencias was formed by an articulated series of collectives that 
operated with flexibility in an enormously ambivalent experimental 
situation: they were financed by a large museum, presented as the mu-
seum’s contribution at a triennial in public space; but at the same time 
they operated as a activating subject within the movements that were 
propeling the campaign against the World Bank’s coming to Barcelona. 
A campaign that was thought of as a new milestone in a series of recent 
actions against neo-liberal globalization. 

I’m only going to present one of the projects undertaken by Las Agencias 
in conjunction with one of the groups that was part of the 2001 anti-
World Bank campaign: the civil disobedience group. This block was made 
up of an adaptation of White Overalls visibility tactics. But the Italian 
movement’s characteristic shields are here replaced by a defensive and 
signaling tool: blown-up photographs affixed to the lateral protective 
shields. The photos show images of resistance and autonomy from all 
over the world. When the police attack the protest march, as we see hap-
pened subsequently in Madrid, during a protest against the Iraq war in 
2002, the image that’s generated says a lot: what is being attacked isn’t 
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176 just this demonstration or even this particular group of people. What’s 
being attacked is what the demonstation represents: a part of a global re-
sistance movement that expresses itself in a particular situation. 

As I see it, what the photographic shields put into practice is a politics 
of representation that distances itself from the alienated dimension 
of liberal or parliamentary representation to move closer to a kind of 
signifying complexity that is acted out by the Zapatista pasamontañas 
(balaclava), which itself is nothing else than one of the most extraordi-
nary exercises in détournement that could be imagined. In the present, 
the Zapatista balaclava works as an update of the revolutionary past, 
through the recuperation of one of the guerrilla’s classic representa-
tional modes: the covering of the guerrilla’s face. But at the same time, 
its new use enacts a radical re-signification: the face now hidden is not 
covered just to hide an individual; nor is it designed to present a menac-
ing image. More precisely, faces are covered because individual identity 
does not matter—“para todos, todo” (Everything for Everyone)—and 
every covered face is an open sign of an identity yet to be constructed, 
onto which any other resistance identity under construction can be pro-
jected. In the same way, that politics of representation put into practice 
by the photographic shields is completely different from the one I previ-
ously criticized: it is not that politics of victim representation that alienates 
the identity of the powerless using images produced by others further 
up the power scale; it is not the delegation of voice. It is a politics of 
representation where a constellation of resonances between equivalent 
differencies is activated. This protest or this resistance, attacked here, is 
nothing other than one part of a whole that multiplies all over the plac-
es and whose unity—in multiplicity—is not a given, but rather, must be 
articulated in every new situation.
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177Let’s look at the following image: here we have an occupation of 
public space on the part of apeis (the Association for Employment, 
Information and Solidarity Among the Unemployed and Precarious 
Workers), an organization created at the end of the 1980s, which is an 
autonomous movement of the unemployed that began to function 
outside traditional labor unions as a network of local committees. The 
French collective Ne pas plier (founded in Paris’ so-called “red belt” in 
the 1990s, and one of the key collectives for the implementation of col-
laborative practices in conjunction with social movements in the last 
decade) has maintained a sustained relationship with apeis, which has 
led to a complex production of signs. The image we’re seeing is a good 
example. What this snapshot shows us is the occupation of a public 
space by the members of the social movement. They hold aloft photo-
graphs that show other actions on the part of the same movement, in 
other places. These could be a previous occupation of a public building, 
or some other activity on the part of the association. I want to call atten-
tion to two aspects of this image. The first refers to its mode of representa-
tion, which constitutes the matrix for the photographic shields project 
we saw earlier: this protest, at this time and in this place, presents itself 
in the real time of the direct action as well as in the political and time 
depth of a movement that accumulates several layers and moments of 
action. The second aspect refers to its form, to its character as a visual 
device: the space for direct action is shown not as an homogenized, 
naturalized, reduced –to-the-here-and-now space, but rather is a 
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178 fragmented space, composed of diverse moments and places, through 
a technique of highlighting street space that generates images like this 
one, or those of the photographic shields, where avant-garde aesthetics 
and fragmented representational modes like collage and photomontage 
leave their mark. From the images we’ve just contemplated, we can de-
duce which is one of the aspects that characterize the incorporation of 
symbolic production tools—that were invented by avant-garde art prac-
tices—into the interior of social movements. It is an aspect that differ-
entiates this sort of experiences from other art practices that limit their 
space of valorization to the art system. The value of practices articulated 
from within social movements does not reside in their uniqueness but 
rather in the potentiality of their reproduction. Here artistic practice 
seems to consist in the production of devices and prototypes that deliber-
ately seek to be collectively transformed and modified through constant, 
ever-expanding use. 

In order to think about a diagram of relationships between elements 
like the ones I’ve just presented in sequence, it will be necessary to step 
away from an habitual historiographic epistemology according to which 
it becomes necessary to identify origins, influences, uniqueness, etc. A 
practice’s importance, within the constellation of examples that concerns 
us here, depends precisely on something that art-system valorization pro-
cesses cannot conceive of: multiplication, copying and modification, col-
lective modeling and (re)production through a not always programmed 
seriality that does not respond to previous geographic or chronological 
linearity. I think the importance of narration and interpretation in a dia-
grammatic logic—the one to which I earlier alluded—can be much more 
easily appreciated at this point. 

I also planned on presenting a second series of images that could serve 
to expand the framework of the exploration I propose. I only have time to 
enumerate them briefly: from the Ne pas plier and apeis image we could 
return to Las Agencias, to look at the so-called Show-Bus, a bus that was 
specially modified to be a direct action communication tool by being in-
serted into public spaces during mass demonstrations. We could see how 
the Show-Bus operated for the democratic recuperation of public space in 
a concrete conflict situation: it helped revert control on a street where anti-
riot police had taken over after a confrontation that emerged as part of a 
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179protest march opening the anti-World Bank campaign in Barcelona. Let 
me digress here to say that, we could look at how on the Show-Bus, im-
ages of devices similar to those produced with the emergence of practices 
such as guerrilla television and community video in the 60s and 70s (we 
could, for example, include some quick image of the Video-Bus produced 
by the Catalonian Video Nou collective in the 70s) reverberate; and we 
could conclude the aside by observing the Show-Bus’ usefulness during 
the Tarifa bordercamp celebrated in July 2000. Bordercamps constituted 
one of the most important inventions against international border poli-
cies that developed in several parts of the world, and notably in Europe, 
starting in the mid-1990s. We could go on to show images of the inven-
tive guerrilla communication and communicative direct action campaigns 
put into practice by the Kein Mensch Ist Illegal (No One Is Illegal) network, 
one of the principal networks in the anti-border movement. Then we 
would need to visit the place where the constitution of the network was 
publicly launched: the Hybrid Workspace, an experimental space for the 
confluence of art and politics opened in the very midst of the 1997 docu-
menta x event. 
 
But why start with an institutional exhibition and then end with another, 
neither of which could precisely be called marginal? Fundamentally, to re-
fute a topical common sense that seems to have developed in recent years, 
that speaks to us of the outright co-opting of political practice within 
art institutions, or that speaks of the supposed institutional promotion 
of a political art that could be understood as a transitory phenomenon, 
instrumental to the mere reproduction of the art system. By developing 
the diagram I’ve sketched, it could be demonstrated that—with regard 
to the actual cycle of conflicts—forms of institutional artistic experimen-
tation and the autonomous politics of social movements have shared 
articulations and attempts at translation almost from the beginning. If 
the Zapatista uprising of 1994 can be considered the true big bang of 
resistance to neo-liberal globalization, documenta x, celebrated soon after 
in 1997, could be considered its equivalent with regard to institutional 
experimentation that has sought to politicize hegemonic narratives of 
artistic modernism as well as the historical trajectory of the avant-garde in 
the arts. 
 
To conclude, I intend to show two of these sort of diagrams that we 
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180 produced as the result of a research project we produced called “1969-
... Algunas hipótesis de ruptura para una historia política del arte 
en España” (1969-… Some Hypotheses of Rupture for a Political 
History of Art in Spain), realized at center of a larger research project, 
Desacuerdos (Disagreements) produced in turn by three Spanish cultural 
institutions.10 I’ll let the two diagrams speak for themselves, point-
ing out only the following: the enormous tensions, contradictions 
and conflicts that Desacuerdos generated in its attempts to transfer a 
counter-hegemonic discourse about art and politics to the center of 
artistic institutions allow us to consider it a true “productive failure,” in 
the sense that it allowed to put in practice both potentialities and pos-
sibilities as well as the realization of the impossibility of articulation 
and translation between autonomous and institutional practices.
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182 Notes

1 The lecture took place in a dark room with a centred screen in front of the 
audience, over the screen a continuity of images voice-over commented was 
projected, the voice didn’t read a previously written script. This text is the revised 
transcription of the comments about the images made just as an argument 
thread. For this publication we have shorten the original sequence to only a few 
images. In 2009, I began to gather some texts and lectures under the generic 
title: “History Lessons”. All the produced documents, under this title, must be 
understood as complementary to each other, within a series in process  
http://marceloexposito.net/materialesteoricos/textosyconferencias.html

2 To contrast with other thoughts about these same processes, see three texts by 
Jorge Ribalta: “Mediation and Construction of Publics”, in transversal: institution, 
May 2004 (http://eipcp.net/transversal/0504/ribalta/en); his conversation with 
Miguel Lopez: “Ver la modernidad desde la fotografia es como entrar a la historia 
por la puerta de servicio” (To see Modernity through Photography is like entering 
History through the back door), in ramona, no 88, March 2009 (http://www.
ramona.org.ar/node/25193); and particularly the most recent “Experimentos 
para una nueva institucionalidad” (Experiments for a New Institutionality), in the 
retrospective catalogue  of the MACBA collection to be published in 2010. This last 
text emphasises in the collective character of the institutional experimental cycle 
of the museum during the time addressed.

3 Two different characterizations of the current moment in such terms can be 
found in Brian Holmes’ text: “Decipher the future”, Escape the Overcode. Activist 
Art in the Control Society, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 2009 (http://brianholmes.
wordpress.com/2009/09/06/decipher-the-future), and in the compiled interviews 
by the Colectivo Situaciones in Conversaciones en el impasse. Dilemas 
políticos del Presente, Tinta Limón, Buenos Aires 2009 (http://www.nodo50.org/
tintalimonedicones/IMG/pdf/Conversaciones_pdf.pdf). “Fifteen years” is maybe 
more than a simple phrase: it is the number of years between this lecture and the 
public irruption of the Zapatistas on January 1st, 1994, which can be considered a 
real big bang of the current cycle of social movements.

4 “(A) Diagrammatic History, according with [Spanish film historians] Jenaro 
Talens and Santos Zunzunegui, would help to [en] lighten the past ‘attending to 
a logic of relationships not mediated by the traditional notion of causality, [and 
changing] the meaning of how we refer, normally, to influences, establishing 
confrontations between elements, ‘regrouping certain cases’ through montage 
procedures; from the viewpoint of a ‘variable eye’ that doesn’t exclude the 
subjective narrative; an assumed fragmented, discontinued, heterogenic and 
hetorofounded history in a polycentric map where traditional hierarchies between 
centre and periphery, dominant models and subaltern practices, are recombined 
and reinterpreted”, Marcelo Expósito: “Diferencias y antagonismos. Protocolos 
para una historia política del arte en el Estado español” (Differences and 
Antagonisms. Protocols for a Political History of Art in Spain), in Jesus Carrillo 
(ed.), Desacuerdos 1, MACBA/Arteleku/UNIA-arte y pensamiento, Barcelona, 2005, 
p. 115 (http://marceloexposito.net/pdf/exposito_diferenciasantagonismos.pdf). 
Zunzunegui’s and Talens’ original proposal is contained in their most important 
text: “Introducción: por una verdadera historia del cine español” (Introduction: For 
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183a Real History of Spanish film), in AA.VV., Historia General del cine. Volumen I:  
orígenes del cine, Cátedra, Madrid, 1998. Within the different sources of 
inspiration they have mentioned at the time of thinking “diagrammatically” a 
“history of aesthetic forms” we find: “the perspicuous representation” proposed by 
Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations and Remarks on Frazer’s 
Golden Bough, Jean Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du Cinéma, and the particular 
“history of film” hidden in Gilles Deleuze’s Movement-Image and Time-Image.

5 http://www.macba.cat/antagonismos/english/index.html; for the case study 
“Latinoamerica”: http://www.macba.cat/antagonismos/english/09_17.html

6 Search Documentary processes at http://www.macba.cat/

7 Oriana Eliçabe has produced for years a series of images that, starting form 
the Zapatista emergence in 1994, constitute by themselves a particular—and 
exceptional—visual history of the current cycle of global conflict: numerous 
summit protests of the movement of movements, the Argentinean movement 
2001-2002, the Bolivarian process in Venezuela, etc. They can be seen at her 
website: http://www.orianomada.net. Some time ago, I wrote a text to go with 
some of her images: “Imágenes de la resistencia global: nadie sabe lo que un 
cuerpo puede” (Images of the global resistance: no one knows what a body is able 
to) (2003) (http://marceloexposito.net/pdf/exposito_imagenesresitanciaglobal.pdf). 
Her images are published along this text under her authorization, which I thank.

8 About Genoa 2001: http://www.nodo50.org/genova01; about Seattle 1999: http://
depts.washington.edu/wtohist/index.htm; about Prague 2000: http://inpeg.ecn.cz; 
about the global movement, a text by Amador Fernández-Savater, Marta Malo de 
Molina, Marisa Pérez Colina and Raúl Sánchez Cedillo: “Ingredientes de una onda 
global” (Ingredients of a Global Wave), http://www.universidadnomada.net/IMG/
pdf/ingredientes_de_una_onda_global.pdf

9 In “Lecciones de historia: Walter Benjamin, productivista” (History Lessons: 
Walter Benjamin, productivist) (http://marceloexposito.net/pdf/exposito_
benjaminproductivista.pdf) I have tried to characterize in a simple way some of the 
matrices from where new links between art and political movements are created, 
mostly from the 1980’s and 1990’s decades, by reviewing collaborative practices, 
collaborative workshops, etc. For the complete program of La acción directa como 
una de las bellas artes and for other documents by La Fiambrera go to: http://
www.sindominio.net/fiambrera/macba.htm/. The following images used here are 
also by Oriana Eliçabe and can be found at her website as well.

10 Images of the Show-Bus de Las Agencias at Oriana Eliçabe’s website; about 
Video Nou/Servei de Vídeo Comunitari: http://www.hamacaonline.net/autor/
php?id=156; about the Video Bus, my text: “Lecciones de historia: prácticas 
artísticas / de comunicación audiovisual y transformaciones sociales” (History 
Lessons: Art / Communication Audiovisual Practices and Social Transformations) 
(http://marceloexposito.net/pdf/exposito_bogota.pdf); Kein Mensch Ist Illegal: 
http://www.kmii-koeln.de; documenta x: http://ljudmila.org/-vuk/dx; The Hybrid 
Workspace: http://medialounge.net/lounge/workspace; Desacuerdos: http://ayp.
unia.es; “1969-…” : http://marceloexposito.net/materalesotericos/1969.html 
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Moderator 
Cuauhtémoc Medina is an art critic, curator and historian. Researcher at the 

Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas at the National University of Mexico. In 2009 

he curated Teresa Margolles’s project titled What Else Could We Talk About? for the 

Mexican Pavillion at the Venice Biennale. 



Cuauhtémoc Medina: I would like to propose a sort of question-
objection: What should we do with the coincidence you seem to around 
the notion of “fetishization”? It looks to me that the fetish concept carries 
an enlightenment project, which hopes that, fonce the market economy 
collapses, we could enter in a transparent set of material and cognitive 
relationships with objects, which I understand as a problematic legacy of 
Marxism. Listening to you, a George Bataille’s phrase comes to mind: “I 
challenge the art lover to love a canvas as much as a fetishist loves a shoe.” 
I consider that there is a sort of desire where the artwork has a kind of 
pale status. By opposing to the fetishism circulating within radical history 
of art, doesn’t it seem that the activation of desire, part of the breakdowns 
and ambiguities of the artwork, could be lost? Isn’t it that tactics played by 
many of us imply, not an enlightenment process but a trick where proba-
bly –in practical terms– the destiny of Latin-American archives depend on 
the fact that the threat coming from the possibility that the Getty Institute 
buys them is needed so that anybody in our countries would worry about 
their existence? Don’t you find that the confusion, desire or rise produced 
by the fetish is a necessary moment in the construction of an operative 
and tactic plan for its transmission? 

Ana Longoni: I believe this is a good question, we already discussed 
once about it. I think that our insistence over the risk of fetishization has 

Discussion: The Genealogy of the South



186 to do with what it produces in the first instance: it extracts, from a much 
more complex and living practice, a material residue to change it into a 
mere commodity for the art circuit. Very often, what results from this pro-
cess of fetishization has to do with an extrapolation, with the extraction 
from its historical circumstance, from the complexity of a practice, etcete-
ra; it remains just as a set of materials that end up enrolled in the cannon 
and valued in the art market, and completely devoid of the possibility to 
reactivate the memory of experience in its complexity. 

Suely Rolnik: This seems to be a recurrent question in my conversa-
tions with you, Cuauhtémoc. I would divide your approach into two diffe-
rent parts: the first is the definition of fetish that has to do with the object 
of desire status. Very well, I can accept this definition and I agree with the 
critique you make to a certain way of working the notion of fetish that hi-
des any given truth that would be conquered in the revolutionary paradi-
se. But the second part is the idea you raise with this concept. If I unders-
tand correctly, what you mean to say is that the tension produced by the 
transformation of an art proposal into fetishism is necessary to move the 
critique desire by shifting its need in the art system, translating its impor-
tance into the public conscience at its country of origin. I see this situation 
in a different way: it doesn't seem significant to diminish the mobile of 
desire in order to critically connect and activate such practices as a reaction 
towards fetishization by the art system. I return to Ana's argument. As we 
know, the effects of dictatorships or authoritarian regimes in the micro 
political unconscious stage are more ruthless and far more serious than 
the ones perceived in the macro political, visible and intentional–violence, 
torture, prison, censorship, death, etcetera–. The effects of these regimes 
in the exercise of thought is very serious, it remains associated with dan-
ger and terror, and the experience of humiliation weakens the possibility 
of thought, i.e., of creating, and this poisoning remains way after the end 
of the regime. It is in opposition to those conditions that many specific 
poetics raised in such contexts, not only in Latin America. Both in coun-
terculture and in many artistic practices in the continent a new articula-
tion between micro and macro politics has become possible again, which 
has allowed overcoming the schism between poetics and politics. I am 
not talking about art at the service of politics or art as a vehicle of ideolo-
gical denounciation or awareness, but as the political question part of the 
poetic itself. That has been the specificity of some artistic practices in the 
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187continent, resulting form the fact that we were all under the same condi-
tion of oppression so it was a way of poetically addressing them, making 
them meaningful. But because of the trauma left by the dictatorships, 
the classical models of the activist and the artist return, separating again 
micro-politics and macro-politics.
 Thirty years later, what is normally the necessary time to surpass 
the trauma and therefore activate what was inhibited by violence, Latin 
America started to link with its past. The elaboration, reconnection and 
activation of the radicalism of such experiences just began in the second 
half of the 1990s. It occurs right at the moment when the relation be-
tween economic and globalized capitalism and thought becomes clear 
and the discomfort it causes can be recognized. Thinking, i.e., creating 
became a fundamental production power within the centre of produc-
tion itself, in so many ways we cannot dsicuss here. Also, currently many 
movements such as the ones presented by Marcelo, developed: the desire 
to join poetics and politics came back as well as overcoming the schism 
between micro and macro politics, either from the activist side or the 
cultural and artistic practices. This third generation needs and wants to 
connect with that kind of experiences, not only from the cultural point of 
view but form the perspective of the everyday life, of relationships, of pro-
duction, etcetera. 
 For that collective desire, connecting with that past did not involve 
continuing or imitating the inventions of the past, since those had to do 
with a particular context, but rather to assume such critical energy and 
overcome the gap between poetics and politics creatring new mecha-
nisms and strategies. However, it is by no means by chance that right now 
such practices become the privileged object of the international resources 
and their archives become the matter of dispute of the great museums 
and collectors: They have turned into the new fetish in the art system and 
market. Right when the life of thought is once again activated in Latin 
America and a even more dense connection is required to develop such 
activity, there appears a new neutralizing process in terms of the presen-
tation of the documentation of the continent in ways that dispelll their 
critical power. That is also a politic of desire defined by the intolerance 
towards reason and by the need of neutralizing its critical power and in-
strumentalizing its energy. If you’d rather continue with the idea of fetish 
as the energy invested in something that becomes an object of desire, 
then we have to clear up the following; the politics of desire differ from 
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188 what moves them and the effect they produce. We face a confrontation 
between two politics of desire, utterly different, which correspond to other 
reality production politics; and I don’t think they are the consequence of 
the other or that it is mere coincidence that they appear in the same his-
toric moment. 

Marcelo Expósito: There is an exceptionally sharp nuance in 
Cuauhtémoc’s question and I am not sure we are getting it. Maybe, we 
shouldn’t think as opposite the fetishization process of the artistic practi-
ce and its recovery for autonomous use; but maybe we could think about 
fetishization as something immanent to the process of recovery and 
reactivation of the historical practices. Perhaps if we didn’t think of the 
pair fetishization/recovery as opposite, we could open the possibility of 
reactivating these experiences, since they are valorized within the global 
northern circuits. 
 I am sure this will take us to consider the specific tactics and strate-
gies needed in order to display such ambivalence and encourage this 
way an autonomous self-valorization of such experiences, by paradoxi-
cally promoting their value within the international circuits. We would 
then have —as I understand Cuauhtémoc’s proposal— to think that 
the field within which (historical or contemporary) artistic experiences 
are valorized, is in itself a field of conflict and not just a field where these 
experiences are reified or canceled. This means that it is possible to ef-
fectively generate battles, that hegemonies can be disputed within this 
system, about the question of how to reactivate the experiences that 
were first forgotten and then turned into fetishes. Because these battles 
could generate effects that have to do, as you both mention, with reacti-
vating the original nature of such experiences; but also their circulation 
out of their original context could produce not only fetishization and 
alienation, but also unexpected fruitful effects. 
 I will set an example. When I realise how close Carlos Ginzburg’s 
work in Argentina is to that of Isidoro Varcárcel Medina in Madrid, or the 
way some of Cataluña’s political conceptualism collectives applied similar 
strategies to those used in Argentina or in other places of Latin America—
which, appropriated the Anglo-American linguistic and tautological 
conceptualism methodologies in order to alter them and generate not 
an artistic self reference but a politicalactivity—I realize that the Spanish 
local experience, comes from being at the same time north and south, 
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189centre and periphery. I believe that one important part of the historiogra-
phy reconsideration in a museum such as macba in recent years has to do 
with our geopolitical and cultural situation of being north and south, and 
hence the tight and ambivalent bond this museum has had with Latin 
American art in recent years. Hereby a positive effect of the experiences 
circulation in the international system and far from their place of origin. 
But at the same time, in that process of approach and recovery/reactiva-
tion of experiences, a fetishiziation is also generated as well as a reincor-
poration of some elements into a much more complex and vast circuit 
of economic and symbolic valorization. Maybe what we need to do is to 
think of strategies and tactics that allow generating combined resonances 
of such different and ambivalent processes. 

Cuauhtémoc Medina: The concept of “fetish” has such potential. 
Because, finally, this fetiço, these “spell” that is a colonial category (fo-
llowing William Pietz’s reading) belongs to a territory of economic rela-
tions where two different cultures don’t understand their economic scale 
of values. The One sees the other like performing absurd and irrational 
exchanges and the other sees an incomprehensible logic of representa-
tion. This fact opens the possibility that even the Nikisi in Congo could 
be interpreted as catholic saints. There is a territory of misunderstan-
dings that increases the notion of over-value and under-value, moving 
constantly between two speakers that negotiate under oppression and 
violence within a disturbed economy. I feel that in the Latin-American art 
process we frequently find this situation, where a permanent situation of 
north and south exists, and where the “north” suddenly says: “But, how is 
it possible that you pay attention to Beatriz González?”
 My question was in this sense: I am not sure that the search of trans-
parency, the search of historical certainty, of testimonial values, could be 
necessarily the objective. There is an issue i find merely defensive (and I 
do not claim my hesitation is not problematical):  the idea that the State 
could propose some sort of legislation that could introduce an ethical 
regulation in cultural exchanges. I gave up on that a long time ago. Aren´t 
we invoking here a concept of “cultural heritage”, something like the 
“conceptual cultural heritage”?

Suely Rolnik: I agree with you that it is not about the rescue of the 
so-called true or essence of Latin America’s art. That’s a hallucination; 

Th
e 

G
en

ea
lo

gy
 o

f t
he

 S
ou

th



190 we are constantly stuck in a field of forces, for the definition of pre-
sent cartographies, in the outlining of which art has become one of 
the more important mechanisms at stake. The initiative of the Red de 
Conceptualismos del Sur with the Government of Brazil to establish a 
politic of archives is part of such dynamic, which is not defined by a 
defensive attitude of an illusory rescue of “cultural heritage” understo-
od more as a sort of mummy, but to create the institutional conditions 
to encourage investigation and the critical promotion of past artistic 
practices so to streamline current thinking through a dialogue with 
such experimentations.  Research itself is part of this dynamic process 
and logic production. Instead of rescuing, it is more about activating. 
But, I don’t agree with your view on the State. In Latin America it is 
common for us to cancel any negotiation with the State or its authori-
ties, and there are good historical reasons for that, but that leads us to 
generalize which sometimes proves wrong. The State as well is a field 
of forces in confrontation and therefore part of a broaden field of for-
ces also across it. Currently in Brazil, the time is ripe for the activation 
of certain cultural and institutional politics (Cultural Ministry has sig-
ned some important initiatives during the first years of Lula’s govern-
ment) and it stands like a possible place for productive action for the 
Network (Red de Conceptualismos del Sur). We must seize the moment, 
because times like this are not very stable. Also, if it accomplishes 
some positive effect, it could work as a precedent for other initiatives 
in more favourable circumstances in other countries not only in Latin 
America. It’s just that. 

Ana Longoni: I completely agree with Suely. I just wanted to ad some-
thing to your question about “heritage”. This almost kamikaze demarche 
we want to start with the Cultural Ministry of Brasilia’s authorities, is not 
part of a naïve characterization assuming that the State could save the 
heritage. Rather I think it has to do more with generating some sort of 
symbolic disorder or attention to a status quo that seemed to be uncha-
llengeable and fixed. We stand in front of it from the (subjective) power of 
having created this collective platform instead of what could just remain 
as despair or plain sadness at the news that Haroldo de Campos’ archives 
were going to be exported to Europe. We felt there was an absolute need 
and urgency to say and do something collectively. I don’t know if we con-
tribute to change the status quo but al least we set a precedent, we generate 
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191a disturbance, a public action, a coherent stance that alters a cartography 
that seemed to have an already mapped logic. 

Suely Rolnik: We know there is no gran finale, a happy or sad one 
(paradise or apocalypse). The paradise is a religious hallucination our 
generation still articulated (the communist paradise or counterculture). 
Currentlysuch logic has finally been abandoned; we know life is a per-
manent struggle and that there are collective synergy moments where 
some unacceptable barriers can be crossed so a new mapping can be 
defined. The Brasilia initiative is just that at the momet —that could 
last a split of a second—, it is possible to make a fissure there and, may-
be, produce a small displacement. 

Cuauhtémoc Medina: While Marcelo explained his diagram, I was 
thinking that unlike the map, a diagram has a classificatory first moment, 
which allows the possibility of later making connexions and flows. What 
would imply to stop operating under the basis of the history of our con-
tries? If these kind of diagrams are a way of relating the south-south, is 
maybe because they allow the creation of non lineal arguments. I am not 
sure if the tension between history’s specificity and a diagram’s possi-
bility could be explored in a way that, when someone recalls American o 
European art history, its great cultural impact in occasions is the result 
of its de-contextualization. What sells is the artistic device and never 
the concrete reasons or causes that make it work. Is it the diagram an 
incitation to abandon the project of historical representation for the 
construction of relations, classifications and contacts between different 
mechanisms? What is the relationship between that and the subject of 
contextual rescue-reconstruction? 

Marcelo Expósito: When we produced the diagram for Desacuerdos, it 
had a provocative purpose. As a matter of fact, diagrams are thought from 
a way of cataloguing, classifying and linking elements in accordance to a 
series of approaches and strategies, to a political view, that are explicitly 
made evident within the diagrammatic organization. Yes, a diagram 
should be based in strict investigation, analysis and thinking protocols; 
but at the same time, it is completely out the usual art history’s positivist 
discourse. If someone says: “there are things missing here”, there is no 
other answer than: yes, there are things missing, that’s it; because it is 
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192 all about designing a diagram that connect ideas we find interesting and 
that didn’t have any relationship before, deciding to rule out others. It is 
trough conceptually establishing a series of links and putting them toge-
ther in a visual diagram, when an interpretation that seems to be political 
is produced. 
 This reminds me what Ana always argues when any European or 
North American Institution asks: “find out what archives are there in 
Latin America so we can work with them or acquire them”. The answer 
must be: “in Latin America and particularly what you are looking for, 
there are no archives”. An archive is a construction: what exists are bits 
and pieces and one has to decide what to evaluate in accordance with cer-
tain choices, so to make those things visible, retrieve and reactivate them 
and, at the same time, ensure they acquire value. 
 A clear example: when we were doing the research for Desacuerdos, 
we used a feminist essay about conceptualist practices during the 
1960s and 1970s in Spain (through investigations by Fefa Vila, Carmen 
Navarrete and María Ruido), undoubtedly assuming there was not a femi-
nist conceptual art movement in Spain during that time, but we wanted 
to apply an extremely politicized point of view —evaluating in retrospec-
tive with criteria that was not of historiographic positivism, because it 
wasn’t about the restitution of the authenticity of certain practice— of the 
work of some women artists that precisely couldn’t exercise feminism as 
it wasn’t possible in such context. 
 In that sense, I think the idea of diagram has an important point: 
breaking with certain scientific historiography. And, the diagram shows 
as well the will to dispute hegemonies with clarity. 

Question by the audience: A very simple question, where does the 
archive end and the work of art begins? And if in a first moment, just as 
now, there is going to be a negotiation and a conflict with the institution 
or museum, is there a way to prevent in the future another conflict with 
the market, the great art market and not the small museum market? 

Ana Longoni: What seems to me, taking account of the practices we 
usually rescue or elaborate is that very often, “works” superimpose to 
the archive and moreover they exceed it. That is something the Network 
(Red de Conceptualismos del Sur) insists on: recovering the archives is not 
enough as what is left there are barely material or visible remains that 
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193seem to replace representation possibilities of a certain kind of experien-
ces that are actually much more complex. We believe that reactivating 
them today would turn out as different tactics that exceed the exhibition 
of documents coming out as “work” and that have to do with the capacity 
of making them empower their critical potential and awaken the memory 
of an experience that has been left dormant, blocked, cut, mutilated.  

Suely Rolnik: That’s exactly the idea that lead to the project of an archive 
around Lygia Clark’s work I did between 2003 and 2006. From 1963 until 
her dead in 1988, Lygia created a large series of practices where the piece 
was about creating certain subjectivity starting from those who partici-
pated in them. Given the market’s fetishization of that group of work by 
the end of the 1990s, a question was unavoidable: how to access a work 
created from the disruptive experience it promotes? For this kind of work, 
it is not enough to show the objects used in the experience, or even the 
documentation of the actions it implied, and less remake them like a spec-
tacle for the public. I decided to film 65 people in France, Brazil and the 
United States that took part in such experiences, but also people that lived 
in the context where they had their origin and their possible conditions: 
brazilian counterculture, specially the experience the merging of politics 
and poetics. My intention was that the interviews themselves worked as a 
device to activate the collective memory of such experiences, which power 
was forgotten under the trauma effect of dictatorship. I was looking to 
create a group of different experiences that could promote other entries 
for the activation of an experience of Lygia’s poetics today. I had to deal 
with the same matter when I had to think of a curatorial mechanism for 
Lygia’s exhibition in France and Brazil, where we used this archive as the 
experience’s detonator. Here, the notion of archive is not only a group of 
organized documents, allegedly neutral, it becomes the work’s power de-
vice as well as the selection and statement text of the work. It was for this 
project I joint the Network (Red de Conceptualismos del Sur) in 2007. 

Nelly Richard: I think Marcelo’s last remark is a key factor as it un-
derlines something I think is missing in this discussion, a necessary 
consideration about research practices. It seems like the Network (Red de 
Conceptualismos del Sur) and its activation of memory wants, in a certain 
away the reinstatement of the works into a life context. Fine. But actua-
lly the creation of archives derives from an a research practice. Then to 
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194 avoid simplifications, the production of local memory, from the south, 
in the south and for the south, as for example Chile, within that over-
flow or decentralization between art-politics, shouldn’t be on hands of 
researchers that don’t question the limits and conventions of their own 
disciplines,as for example in art history. has validity unless it questions 
its own limits, if then fetishize or idolize the practice’s knowledge that 
others in the north are working with in the intersection of cultural 
studies, visual studies, postcolonial theory and feminism. Then for me 
the question about models, about the research diagram is fundamental. 
The relationship that restores such practices of the multi dimensionality 
between the Red and its creation of memory couldn’t occur if the resear-
cher doesn’t assume this problem. 

Suely Rolnik: I agree with you and think that the experience with 
other investigation politics –those within academic tradition and who 
practice the production of ideas as the construction of the present– is 
one of the shared questions of the Red de Conceptualismos del Sur. These 
kinds of initiatives –heterogeneous as they are– were already taking pla-
ce. An example: the postgraduate programme I put together with a small 
group of colleges, almost thirty years ago, at the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Sao Paulo, where our selection criteria was that the subject 
had to speak from his or her own concerns with his or her own sensible 
reality, even stuttering; it was from there they will elaborate their thesis. 
It doesn’t matter that they arrive with a previously defined issue or a 
specific speciality. The work they will do during the program will be 
exactly that of formulating their own question and the theoretical con-
tributions will develop within this process. 

Ana Longoni: Our Network doesn’t have a share line or platform yet but 
we are working on it. About Nelly’s approach, a priority within our line of 
work is precisely research, not merely confined to the academic or univer-
sity field and its rules, but as an overflow of such spaces in order to arti-
culate them with others through the political effect and the construction 
of a series of problems and critiques of such poetic-politic episodes, that 
have been plunged or minimized in theaccounts of art history.  

Ricardo Basbaum: I would like to ask Marcelo about the art space and 
the artist’s role. I think that in your presentation both are situated in a 
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195battlefront, a combat zone. And I believe it is a very interesting condi-
tion of contemporary art, that always takes us to consider the limits in 
the art scene and the artist’s role itself, which is never though a priori, 
but always appears as the result of such battle: what would be interes-
ting to create in this art scene, not a priori, but more as an experimenta-
tion space? 

Marcelo Expósito: Actually, what I wanted to say is that there is a need 
of establishing the link between different times. In the first place, is it or 
could it be political to review the history recounts? Or, could a certain kind 
of experimental contribution in the art field be political? Is the creative 
experience within social movements political even when it goes out on 
the street? And then, in the second place: the fundamental contemporary 
problem, doesn’t it lie precisely on how all these different levels of politi-
zation articulate? The link between them has to be controversial for sure, 
but that is not the problem, the problem would be in the fact that such 
articulation doesn’t take place and if we keep these standards apart, the 
possibilities of creating complex changes are limited. 
 One point of friendly disagreement with Suely about how she ap-
proached the issue of the articulation between the micro and macro 
politics is clear in what I think about the reading that she has offered on 
Cildo Miereles’s work, extremely suggestive, as it doesn’t explain com-
pletely how the articulation proposed by Suely is effective in that par-
ticular work. I mean, is there a politization of the body of such artistic 
experience? If one has to go to Brazil, to some powerful person’s ranch, 
and also have the capacity of dwelling with the access protocols of that 
work, in order to go through the subjectivity experience, then I question 
the standard of transformation that piece could generate. What do we 
have to do to effectively accomplish a political reactivation through that 
piece, in values that exceed its current status of elite fetish? How can we 
take to the interior of the movements this experience in a subjective way 
–putting apart the artistic object– and this way complete the ideological 
dimension of the political work out in the streets? And, how can we ar-
ticulate both historiographic narrative and experimental transformation 
on the historical moment of that artistic practice? If these links don’t 
take place (and it never happens naturally) it is very difficult to incite 
real transformations within the dominant system, which is quite com-
plex as it works in many different levels. 
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196 Suely Rolnik: It truly is an eternal controversy between us that I like 
as it provokes us and makes us move forward. From my point of view, 
it is essential that macro and micro politics articulate but we cannot use 
the same criteria to evaluate the effects of interventions in each one of 
its scales. The micro scale –present in art, in social movements or any 
other kind of action– has to do with the experience of a status quo in the 
body itself, its invisible face, unconscious, and the actions that intervene 
in that stage could, eventually, have an effect in the subjectivity process 
where it is confined and looses its potential. But nothing warranties such 
effects; in any case, they are unpredictable and cannot be measured as they 
spread almost imperceptibly in space and time until finally, they produce 
displacements. On the other hand, the micro has another logic than the 
macro as this last one has to do with the conscience of a status of things, 
with the visible face, with representation and, maybe the effects are more 
measurable. To think about the effect of actions in its micro political stan-
dard as legitimizing criteria is like injecting a dose of guilt that inhibits 
the essential dimension of the sensible relationship with otherness. That 
affirms the subjectivity dominant politic defined precisely for inhibiting 
such aspect.  
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IV. Origin South, Destination South: The Unfolding of an 
Alternate Geography





Ricardo Basbaum
A map without geography

I’d like to develop my sitac vii presentation by accepting Cuauhtémoc 
Medina’s invitation to look at the diagram designed especially for this 
event. As you all know, Cuauhtémoc sought me out and generously invited 
me, to undertake simultaneous, though not necessarily convergent paths: 
on the one hand, so I could develop an image that would serve as a “brand” 
or “logo” for sitac vii; and on the other hand, so I could design a diagram 
that would help us to think about the event. There were two tasks: to mark 
or brand, and to think, not necessarily in that order. This is, of course, a de-
sign—a map or diagram—that should serve as a tool for the production of 
thought, since a desire to think in other ways—with sensitivity, using the 
senses, or even so as not to articulate the unthought yet—has been pos-
ited. Additionally, if design in general seeks to have an impact or to make 
a perceptible mark, then this design is above all a gesture, an action that 
intervenes and leaves a record or trace. Therefore, the invitation becomes a 
reality based on a design—a diagram + a logo—that understands the act 
of thinking as a gesture that leaves a trace, or signs of its existence, behind. 
Every act of thinking is political in its public aspect of producing such 
traces; it represents a situation’s re-ordering, in public; it is a design pro-
posal that posits mapping out the traces. It is the construction of a neither 
abstract nor alien artificial memory, that would invade the body, similar to 
the way the design’s ambitions for participation and impregnation are dia-
grammed, in their way, using the figure of the black broken heart. 

Left: Ricardo Basbaum, Diagram sitac vii: Sur-South-Sul, Vynil on window, 2009 (detail)



202 In my work, I develop diagrams as tools. That is, diagrams respond to a 
demand to open and occupy a sort of intermediate space between dis-
course and artwork. There is a construction process involved in acquir-
ing that space, in bringing words together and fashioning a dynamic 
space, with lines and diverse visual elements. Above all, there is a search 
to establish a design that consists of rhythm and pulsation signs: with-
out a proper rhythmic pattern, the diagram will not work. Indeed, pulse, 
resonance generation, rhythmical vibration all guarantee the diagram 
moves and produces the necessary registers, without which the it would 
be nothing more than abstraction—not intervention—and would neither 
move spaces nor occupy regions.
 Cuauhtémoc Medina was moved by the provocative idea that the 
sitac vii diagram could work in a similar fashion to Joaquín Torres-
García’s Mapa invertido (Inverted Map) of 1943. It would be interesting to 
show the two designs side by side, in reciprocal provocation; they are two 
maps with different origins and different proposals. Right away I think 
it advisable to reject any comparisons, since in this case we’re talking 
about entirely different historical movements. It’s clear that Torres-García 
was moving in a modern historical/utopian context, and hoped to insert 
Uruguay—and Latin America—as centers for the generation of cultural 
potential. In its two versions—one more geographic and the other more 
symbolic—Torres García never ceases pointing out Uruguay’s coordinates 
on the map, which he keeps in place when the map is inverted; neverthe-
less, what we have here is the south placed above the north; the south 
spreads up from the Equator, placing it in the “superior” position. The 
identification of the South American landmass is immediate and the ges-
ture, of course, is subversive: cartographic convention is dismantled and 
literally turned upside down. The goal is to have a place on the map, cen-
tralize, and delineate possibilities for action and intervention.
 On the Sur, South, Sul map, designed for sitac vii, there is a deliber-
ate dislocation: we aren’t in any easily identifiable cartographic region; 
you don’t clearly know what is land and what is sea, or even if the fea-
tured region is situated on an identifiable planet. You imagine you’re on 
Earth…but what is this place? It’s a location that wants to demarcate—
that wants to intervene. It could be an island or it could be a continent. 
Cartographic elements are supplanted by words and a handful of graphic 
signs—words that largely indicate places on the map, and cease being 
strictly cartographic in order to become, above all, dynamic indicators of 
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203certain conditions or desired interventions. The shift favors a particular 
problematic, indicated by the large letter x on the map, where various 
unknowns are also placed: the x’s of math problems and other questions. 
Thought processes are not constructed based on certainties but rather 
based on an understanding of vulnerability, identifications with regard to 
adventure, focus on the landscapes and contexts that are created. While 
Torres-García could work, simply and genially, with a clearly ordered im-
age, and modify its gravitas while liberating it from being at the center of 
things—as well as with the void that resulted from a militant inversion 
on the part of someone disposed to confront the struggles of his times 
by latching onto avant-garde political battles—the map’s inversion or 
diagram is presented in an impregnable, ruptured, truncated form and is 
conceived in terms of rhythmic patterns. Care with the proportions of this 
and other diagrams I’ve produced is important. As a tool for interven-
tion, this is the modality for the attempted intervention. To perceive 
existent dynamics is to want to be in the middle of them, as in a cyclone, 
though not in a cacophonous way, or in the manner of meaningless 
encounters or random collisions; rather, one hopes they operate in a 
polyrhythmic fashion.
 Wherever the ambition to leave behind traces exists, there is a rhyth-
mic pattern, pulsation, resonance; where there is rhythm, something be-
comes public: there is a politics; a politics of drums. It means constructing 
other landscapes, and other imaginary scenes, not just to discover places 
but above all, to find oneself with water as a point of departure. How 
might the earth-water inversion relate to the north-south inversion?
One thing is for sure, and it interests me constructively: the breaks and 
ruptures that have been made since the incorporation of the discovery 
and production of organic lines as proposed by Lygia Clark (1954). They 
are productive forums for ending things and an encounter between dif-
ferent surfaces and they are articulated in the diagram as a pulsation. 
Reproduction, repetition, marks on bodies, memory: organic line + a poli-
tics of drums.
 There are a number of questions to be extracted from the art pro-
duced by a particular circuit of Brazilians, confronted by this diagram/
map, and above all based on the South’s problems and the way in which 
they are contextualized in particular circles. Like other cultures of the so-
called post-colonial world, Brazilian art has also had to construct itself 
based on a condition of modernity in order to align itself with European 
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204 matrices—territory that was most often conquered through the elabora-
tion of a variety of maneuvers, in a blending of nuances that dissipates 
extremes and combines differences. Both possibilities are opened up 
here, explored at important moments and still being exposed, pulsating 
today as emotional tools for intervention. But using the expression “arte 
brasileira” has a way of hiding discomfort: unless you wish to give offense, 
there’s no way to openly authorize a formula that perennially perpetu-
ates exclusions, squelches difference, hides the existence of oppositional 
groups or those that dispute power and hegemony. As long as the expres-
sion “arte brasileira” is perpetuated, it would seem that rich local contexts 
are reduced to a private, limited and narcissistic collection; in spite of the 
profits it may offer Brazil. They are also reduced to convincing others that 
this in fact is very little—almost nothing—in comparison to what art 
can produce in conceptual and affective systems, etc. On the other hand, 
maybe it would be better to just leave this emblematic expression (arte 
brasileira) alone, as if it were something with which it would be better not 
to be related. There are other, more interesting and important problems, 
like those proposed here, that are articulated on the map: the repetition 
“sur, sur, sur sur…”, the pretext for constructing another context, beyond 
political borders, where, in the territory that is being configured, the 
proposal is not to include everything and everyone. It’s not about exclu-
sion, but rather the construction of an inclusion in something bigger and 
more interesting. What is in play when one looks at the development of 
the expression “conceptualisms of the South”—in addition being more 
precise—is the search for and mastery of tools for the construction of this 
other, partial and local, belonging, constituted by numerous different 
nations and groups, as well as for the construction of location, forms of 
action and gestures of intervention. What is present are inscriptions in 
a field and—why not?—the simultaneous construction of context and 
the possibility of inscription. We imagine the map of this landscape and 
empower it in order to move it, transform it, deform it or even, like Torres-
García, invert it when the time comes.
 Perhaps one of the dynamics with the least potential within the 
north/south relationship as currently configured, is the difficulty of trans-
mitting voices along hegemonic networks. The difficulty of participating 
in conversations, being heard, or taking part in large-scale demonstra-
tions. But ultimately it’s not about wanting simply to be in far-reaching 
institutional spaces. It’s not enough just to want to be there or earn the 
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205right to act in a hegemonic center. The task is constructing other paths 
that may or may not make themselves known. This would necessarily 
be the result of collective actions that go beyond political boundaries. 
Redrawing maps would also mean recording voices in another geography, 
emphasizing the importance of the media we produce, renovating con-
tamination strategies, and constructing a certain autonomy for displace-
ment. The upper left portion of the diagram is a verbal-visual sign that 
operates like an extra-artistic virus.1 A device for action, given expression 
through direct contact. We must establish action networks that go beyond 
local borders, contaminate others and allow ourselves to be contaminated 
by still others.
 A world divided by geographical convictions can only be understood 
based on the symbolic aspects of those divisions. A slight shift in point of 
view suffices to deconstruct this entire geography and determine view-
points from other places. The conventional division does not grapple with 
the world’s diversity and complexity. When something seeks to be com-
municated, an affective network of affinities is sought. You have a center 
there (regardless of whether it may be transitory, voluble or volatile). 
Tracing such lines, marking them on the map is in itself an intervention 
of notable effectiveness, since it goes against the conventional grain, and 
brings other possible paths and territories to the surface. That is what the 
diagram/map/brand Sur, South, Sul seeks to point out: everything from 
subjective politics to territorial battles, so that fissures are always opening, 
in individual bodies and in the collective body. What you have here are 
contacts, relationships, conflicts and battles. This is a map without geog-
raphy. An anti-map in that it is a circuit, an organic conglomerate added 
to an organism and a place of collective movement, the transiting space 
for a great number of people. Here there is no previously scheduled stop. 
The design might circulate in our bodies (as a particle, the mark of expe-
rience) and configure paths for encounters here and now, among many 
others (as transiting spaces for you and me, or between us and them), as 
well as encounters both so small, and so large, they cannot be accessed in 
a single glance.
 If we look at a summary of this event’s proposal, the conceptualism 
of the south as a “cultural counteroffensive”— a “history of militancy 
and the margins” based on “local specialization with ambitions to global 
meaning”—it’s because we believe this can reside simultaneously within 
and without our bodies. 
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Roberto Jacoby 
Juice of Theory

The invitation to participate in this theory symposium has not ceased 
to surprise me, since I am someone who has never seriously studied 
or written about art theory. But then, as I played with the concepts and 
metaphors on the table during the symposium, I said to myself that just 
like the Argentines, Chileans, Peruvians, Brazilians and Colombians, we 
too would come to be a South with respect to Mexico and its northern 
neighbors, in the same way praxis would come to be a South with respect 
to theory. Practice doubtless belongs to the imaginary territory of work 
but also of the sexual, the body, terrains, disorder and violence. There’s a 
reason they call it fieldwork. Practice means getting your hands dirty.  
 So far from straining to raise myself to the level of the abstract and 
the general, I’ll try to come down to a highly detailed imagination with 
regard to local practices, some of the theoretical, in which to some degree 
I intervened in 2008. It was for this reason I entitled my presentation Jugo 
de teoría (Juice of Theory). 

2008 started off badly for me. In December, the Belleza y Felicidad Gallery, 
in Buenos Aires’s Almagro neighborhood, closed. Since 1999, I had con-
sidered it a beacon on the art scene—a combination publishing house, 
gallery, cultural center, orphanage, asylum and house of worship. 
 That event, along with the conclusion of several cultural projects 
having to do with the millennium and other regressive social processes, 

Left: Roberto Jacoby and Syd Krochmalny, Chastity, video, 2007



208 provoked a sort of depression that pointed to a moment of general as well 
as personal stagnation.

Here we see the Belleza Gallery’s closing, with this sort of sweater or pon-
cho that Marina de Caro put over it. 
 Soon after, the year “went Mexican,” practically auguring that I 
would be here today.
 I was quite excited by an invitation to participate, in Mexico City, 
in the Rockumenta project, an art and music event—though also much 
more—organized by Carlos Amorales, Julián Lede and Axel Velazquez. 
 When I started to reseach today’s Mexico, I was struck by the cases 
of musical and singing groups that were being murdered in considerable 
numbers. My friend Judi Werthein and I thought about doing something 
at Rockumenta, but luckily we consulted with Olivier Debroise—our idea 
seemed horrible to him—and so we avoided that mistake. 
 We also thought about doing an edition of Ramona magazine in 
Mexico, along with a writing workshop where the printed articles could 
be read at the same time, as large-format posters. 
 So we started working and contacted Francisco Reyes Palma, Olivier 
Debroise, Carlos Amorales and probably a number of others, to get the 
names of people who, in their judgment, should be our writers on that 
issue. Our e-mail list comprised more than 100 people and the magazine 
was on its way. 

Ramona 78, subtitled “Art and Memory: Current Questions” came out in 
March.
 Ramona is published ten times annually. It operates under 
Guadalupe Maradei’s efficient management and with an editorial board 
that reviews historians and philosophers such as Ana Longoni, José 
Fernandez Vega, and Roberto Amigo as well as artists like Graciela Hasper, 
Fernanda Laguna, Judi Werthein and me.
 The memory issue, edited by Ana Longoni, went against nostalgic 
tendencies to show that a profound process of reflection and collective 
struggle can make possible the incorporation of historical experience as a 
value and not as an obstacle in an attempt to visualize current and future 
conditions of existence.
 Within a few days, in March, I went to the riaa, an international 
residency we began organizing with Gachi Hasper, Diana Aisenberg 
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209and Melina Berkenwald three ears ago, in an old beach hotel some 400 
km outside Buenos Aires. For fifteen days and with twenty artists—half 
of them Argentine and the other half from the rest of the Americas and 
Europe—we created the model of an ideal society (proyectoriaa.org.ar).

In April, Ramona 79 was dedicated to design and Carolina Muzi, an expert 
who was also then curating the Geneologías del Sur: conductas del diseño 
show, at the malba, edited.

The still photos from the video entitled La castidad (Chastity), part of a 
project I developed from September 2006 till August 2007, were shown 
for the first time in May. The project was an agreement with sociologist 
and artist Syd Krochmalny to foment platonic friendships, i.e., to share 
our readings, music, work and dwellings within a framework of chastity. 
We organized three banquets at the behest of Periférica, a convention 
with more than 70 artist-produced spaces, at which we brought together 
groups of artists that were or had been working by means of friendship 
and collaboration. Under the subtitle of “Tecnologías de la Amistad” 
(“Technologies of Friendship”), we published Ramona 69. 

We also published Ramona  80, which—like all issues numbers that end-
ed in zero, i.e., 50, 60, 70, 80, etc., included texts by artists. This is some-
thing we’ve done at Ramona for four years running now. 
 The artists write about one of their works and describe its produc-
tion process, highlight the traditions and ideas to which they refer, and 
they choose highly significant works or shows by other artists. 
 The written pieces’ titles are revealing. “How to Represent Pain 
Without Shouting”… “I Let Myself Be Seduced By Things That Pulled Me 
Away from What I Was Really Seeking”… “Working the Coneja Remote 
Control Daily”… “Architecture of the Sublimated Periphery… “Images 
That Call for Rain.”

On June 19th, the “The Age of Discrepancies” show opened at the Malba, and 
it was a real moment of discrepancy in Argentina, with protest marches, 
roadblocks, and food shortages provoked by rural landowners, from the 
biggest landowners to small farmers of Italian descent often called gringos to 
distinguish them from the group called criollos. The nation was divided by a 
level of hate that until recently had never been known, fired up by the media 
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210 monopoly in my country. I was leaving the Era opening when I felt a need to 
put on my farmer clothes—my gringo outfit—and let myself be seen there, 
to make some buffoonish commentary on the situation, which I hated. So 
that’s what I did and then I called it “No hay Malba que por bien no venga” 
(a play on the rough Spanish translation of “No good deed goes unpun-
ished”) or “Crítica a la política del campo” (“Critique of Rural Policy”).
 With that we linked together various actions we could call politi-
cal, concerning a very local political situation, with idiosyncratic humor 
you can see for yourself on YouTube if you like, under the title “Roberto 
100000”. It’s hard to get the humor unless you’re from Argentina and 
have a certain amount of historical experience. 

Here you have a more elaborate version of my clown-like arguments, with 
the help of the dirty pink group, that lent me its cart, and with other artists 
in an act we did in the plaza in front of the Argentine National Congress. 
This second action was called “Hasta la Victoria Ocampo” (a play on the 
Cuban revolutionary slogan and the name of Victoria Ocampo) that re-
ferred to Maoist and Trotskyist groups who supported rural interests as 
well as to Victoria Ocampo, the aristocrat writer and editor of Sur magazine.
 As a consequence of this joke, Mariela Scafatti and her silk-screening 
group printed this tee shirt and we also sold it at the large-scale protests 
that were then taking place in Buenos Aires.
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211 Meanwhile Ramona 81, “Qué Viva México” (“Long Live Mexico”) ap-
peared. It opened with the unhappy news that Olivier Debroise had died. 
 Almost 30 contributions exceeded page space and the last articles to 
be handed in were published on Ramona’s web page. I couldn’t say if the 
articles were representative of all the tendencies that exist together here, 
but the distance between reading a text and being in this city—seeing its 
activity, meeting and talking with its authors—is tremendous. Doubtless 
the original project of an open edition, where the magazine would be pre-
sented live, would have produced something quite different.  
July’s Ramona 82, edited by Ana Longoni, is a polemic between four re-
searchers (Spain’s Jaime Vindel, Miguel López from Peru, Fernando Davis, 
an Argentine and Longoni) who all work on the 1960s avant-gardes. 
The real bombshell was a piece by Vindel that questioned a series of com-
monplaces in Argentine historiography with regard to the sixties. It pro-
voked responses, reformulations, points and counterpoints 
A graphic revolution in the magazine started as well, based on a decision 
to cease publication with issue 101 or 102. 
Then came my birthday in a José Garáfalo tango bar. This is the very last 
bit of drinking, after the decent people had gone home. 
 A little bit later the farmer came back, but now he was converted into 
gaucho poetry—Argentina’s oldest avant-garde tradition. He recited a 
Leonidas Lamborghini poem on the death of his father, within an adobe 
installation by Catalina León.

On July 11 I opened a show at Appetite Gallery that I named 1968: el culo 
te abrocho (1968: I’ll Kick Your Ass). There are 28 documents that reference 
that year, almost all of them from my own archives, which I mixed with 
songs I wrote a long time back: phrases translated from the Apocrypha 
and quotations from Marx. 

In Ramona 83, from August, Guadalupe Maradei edits a dossier about blogs, 
flogs and José Luis Meirás as well as another dedicated to the 70th anniver-
sary of Breton and Trotsky’s Manifesto Towards a Free Revolutionary Art. 

Ramona 84, from September, was the height of conceptual sophistication: 
Reinaldo Laddaga edits the translations of every article on the art world 
that he could read in a week. 
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212 A dossier on art and right-wing politics, where Robert Amigo widely 
documents the relationship between Antonio Berni, an emblem of the 
Argentine canon, and one of the military junta’s commanders; another 
article traces the relationship between one of Mussolini’s mistresses and 
critic Romero Brest. 

Ramona 85 was edited by Gonzalo Aguilar and dedicated to Duchamp, the 
subject of a show at Proa. He gathered, rescued and translated Duchamp-
inspired texts from Augusto de Campos to Cage.

On 22 October I started a financial operation at the Galería Ruth Benzacar 
called “Arte, la inversión segura” (“Art: The Safe Investment”). It sought 
to escape the danger of the dollar in crisis, exchanging it for an art cur-
rency. The office imitated the gallery reception, which meant it wasn’t 
mentioned in any media reports.

Ramona 86’s graphic identity is decidedly shaky. The issue centers on an 
old strategic article by Mari Carmen Ramírez. There’s an interview with 
Luis Camnitzer on conceptualism and a previously unpublished article by 
Arthur Danto about one of Duchamp’s works.

On 28 November along with Fernanda Laguna, we’re presenting 
“Donaciones” (“Donations”) at the Ernesto de la Cárcova Museum in 
Buenos Aires, a university museum dedicated sculpture replicas and 
reproductions. The project was commissioned by Haudenschild Garage 
as part of Un crimen tiene muchas historias (A Crime Has Many Different 
Stories). It represents the foundation of a new copy museum in greater 
Buenos Aires, in a space that includes art workshops for children and 
young people.

And this very Saturday is the opening for the main piece, which is the foot 
of Michelangelo’s David. 
 At the same time we donated its first modern piece to the Museo de 
la Cárcova museum: a replica of Duchamp’s Female Fig Leaf. It’s likely that 
starting with this donation the museum will open a section of modern 
and contemporary art replicas.
 Finally, Ramona 87—the last issue this year, and to be called Rosana, 
since it will be dedicated to a discussion on art in Argentina during the 
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21380s and 90s in relation to the Centro Rojas gallery, which was said to spe-
cialize in “pink” and “light” art.

We’re also organizing the Bola de Nieve prize, on line, where artists elect 
artists. We’re nearly a thousand at this point. 
 
There’s a week of performances we organized with Vivi Tellas that we’re 
calling Volare, and the Vivo Dito site where performances in Argentina 
since 1811 are registered.

To wrap up the year, we’re beginning a new project with Judi Werthein 
and Gachi Hasper: the Centro de Investigaciones Artísticas. 
 The Centro de Investigaciones Artísticas (cia) is a virtual and physical 
crossroads for artists and thinkers around the world, especially Latin America, 
who study and seek to intervene in today’s changing cultural maps. 
 At the cia, projects from all artistic genres come together, with an 
emphasis on those that blur the lines between practice, genre and media, 
artistic and extra-artistic materials; or those that propose new forma with 
regard to production, exhibition, and exchange; those that expand notions 
of “audience,” “work,” and “author;” and those that explore wider social 
contexts than those of the institutionalized art scene.
 cia begins operations in Buenos Aires in August 2009. 
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Fernando Alvim 
A Sort of Peaceful Guerilla War

First I’d like to thank the entire team that put this gathering together, 
above all because in the part of the South that is Africa we tend to get 
overlooked. It gives me a certain pleasure to be able to leave Luanda 
(Angola), a place that’s more like a workshop for storytellers since we’re a 
bit shut off from the rest of the world, and come to Mexico to speak about 
our experiences, and other ways of looking at the South.

What has struck me for two days now is that it seems to me that the sta-
tus of the people of the South or of the people of South America is very 
conditioned by the North. For me the South is much more advanced than 
the North, for a very simple reason: it’s more inclusive; it has people from 
the east, the west, and the north—and maybe even people from other 
planets live in the South; that said, there are fewer people from the South 
living in the North. This means the South is much more advanced than 
the North in terms of globalization, which I don’t see as something nega-
tive; quite the contrary. Globalization makes it much tougher for a group 
of criminals to act with impunity; globalization allows for other parts of 
the globe to develop. However, it is indeed necessary to determine what 
kind of globalization, what kind of capitalism and what kind of attitude 
human beings will have in the future.
 I think the problem lies also in that we haven’t had sufficient skill in 
humanizing ourselves. We’ve spent a lot of time focused on the notion of 

Left: Fernando Alvim, Ex Political Kissing.Mixed media on canvas. 2006



216 homo sapiens and I think we need to advance to another parameter, in that 
we must face challenges truly and pacifically, and we know it’s not going 
to be very easy. 

There are certain things that make me laugh in culture. I’ve been an art-
ist for 30 years and I’ve spent a lot of time justifying why I’m an artist, 
and the fact that I’m from the south of Africa, from Africa australis—from 
Angola to be exact—but I do not have an appearance, at least in the sub-
conscious minds of most people, that suggest I am or am not Angolan. I 
can’t take responsibility for people’s ignorance of human history and I’m 
not going to justify myself about something that I think is a resolved mat-
ter, above all in scientific circles, and above all as a consequence of work 
that’s been done regarding the human genome and dna. It would seem 
we’re all cousins in the end. In a world that in theory ought to be culti-
vated and intelligent, we’ve never been able to transcend the idea of skin 
color. Scientifically, and from a chromatic perspective, it’s an erroneous 
notion, because if a white person is white and a black person is black, then 
their children ought to be gray; in fact they are varying shades of brown.

The South is mestizo as are we all. We have always been hybrids and I 
think the problem in art and culture is that we haven’t known how to cre-
ate an independent, autonomous system that could dialogue as an equal 
with the world’s political and economic systems. The cultural world will 
need to discover quick solutions; if it doesn’t, it will continue to be com-
pletely colonized.

One of the problems we find is that artists in at least the last twenty or 
thirty years have allowed themselves to be completely colonized by sys-
tems that seek to dominate them, as if culture were something that could 
be defined as this microphone, for example, is defined. Culture is any-
thing that escapes our grasp, and given that the South is also indefinite, 
I think we can try to find common reference points between individuals, 
between world regions. But more than just a matter of style, issue of the 
culture is more a register of existence, and a reflection on this register of 
human behavior.

The problems we see in the art and culture worlds are people that are 
much less open than even border guards. For example, when I enter 
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217Mexico with an Angolan passport, the customs guys don’t get caught up 
in notions of color. They know, because they were trained to know, that 
there are white people in African nations. As a counterpoint, when you 
get involved in a cultural project, you’re asked almost daily whether or 
not you’re culturally African. So I would propose an inversion: perhaps 
art should be handed over to the police, because there’s a better chance of 
creating something with the police than there is with the culture world. 
I’m being a little cynical about art systems, but later I’ll explain in a little 
more detail what happened to us in Venice last year. 

Perhaps this could be a solution for problems South Americans experi-
ence in relation to cultural autonomy, as in the end it seeks to bring a 
method to one’s own madness. When a chaotic culture, or a culture inside 
a system of chaos reorganization, uses highly sophisticated instruments 
produced in Germany, the usual result is it doesn’t work. 
 When Marx arrived in Angola along with Cuban professors, we ques-
tioned ourselves subconsciously. In a tropical country with an average 
temperature of 32 degrees centigrade and 95% humidity, it’s not surpris-
ing a political philosophy like Marxism could not operate due to ques-
tions of temperature. It was necessary to invent a little tropical Marxism 
and I’ll explain how.
 We were kids in school then. Revolutionary kids who had a right to 
be revolutionary because we were being attacked by South Africa, Zaire 
and the Congo. We understood back then that Marx had some interest-
ing things to say, but we liked going to the beach with girls and smoking 
on the beach much more. Marxism didn’t seem to allow for that, because 
our professors explained to us that work dignified men, but we continued 
to question that. Around that time in Angola, we trapped something like 
sixteen British, South African and US mercenaries. We asked our professor 
if being a mercenary was work and he responded yes, because he was paid 
to kill people. So then we said, well, in that case we need to revisit Marx 
because it’s not the case the work dignifies, and therefore we can go to the 
beach, with this sort of easy openness of the Marxists. At the same time 
the Marxism was necessary, because if I compare the situation in Angola 
with that of the Congo, where they entered directly into mainstream capi-
talism after independence, the disaster was much greater in the Congo. 
I’d like to present a project about the South, carried out in the South, not 
just for people from the South but for everyone.
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218 To explain our construction processes, and explain how to find new 
mechanisms, I’ll offer a very simple example. There’s a small painting 
by a deceased Angolan contemporary artist, Viteix, completed in 1968 in 
Paris. When we organized the first African Pavilion for Venice, we brought 
that drawing and at the same time we asked the Angolan postal service if 
they wanted to do a stamp—the very first contemporary stamp. For the 
second Triennial that is to be called Geografias Emocionais, Artes e Afectos 
(Emotional Geographies, Art and Loved Ones), we are going to work with 
every city that had a political, economic, cultural, or any other kind of re-
lationship during the course of Angola’s 1975 independence process. For 
that project we thought it would be interesting to present video and pho-
tography projects in the country’s three hundred post offices, which are 
public spaces that are open some twelve hours a day. The systems we are 
creating are economic ideas expressly created for chaotic nations that sur-
vived a twenty-six-years-long war, in which we tried to stretch resources 
as far as we could and economize in every area. The Venice Biennial idea, 
the postage stamp, led to an idea for the second Luanda Triennial, whose 
visibility has expanded enormously. Regarding documentation problems, 
as you discussed yesterday, we’ve written to some three hundred muse-
ums around the world that hold ethnological images from African history 
that we do not have in Africa. The images are to be projected in those 300 
Angolan post offices during the second Triennial. The idea is to absorb 
the documentation free of charge, because foreign ethnological museums 
aren’t going to loan the pieces to us. But they can give us the images with 
their respective written introductions. 

For the third Luanda Triennial, we wanted to put together a cultural 
movement called Luanda Pop. Luanda Pop has nothing to do with the Pop 
Art movement. It’s “pop” because there is an Angolan photographer that 
has taken photos of a carnival in Luanda, with little kiddie cars. Wear and 
tear has meant the ular fell off the sign and only the pop was left. 
 Speaking of the South once again, we think Miles Davis or Michael 
Jordan are really the guys who have changed global aesthetics, sounds 
and performance: they are people who come from the South—they are 
neither the sons nor grandsons of Danish. It is they who have changed the 
history of the world: music today, for instance, is much closer to jazz than 
to Beethoven. You don’t have to have a complex if you’re from the South. 
In fact the situation’s quite the opposite. 
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219That same idea was behind the first Triennial: we put together the 
Triennial “antiproject” and we developed it economically with a system 
where every one who worked on the Triennial would carry the project 
with him or her when he or she was invited to go to some other part of 
the world. I presented the Luanda Triennial eight times as an artist, so the 
money we might have spent on trips representing the show was econo-
mized to invert the situation: 80% of the first Triennial budget was spent 
on artists, precisely because we believe artists have lost there place. They 
need once again to be the epicenter of the art system. Otherwise, the art 
scene’s alchemistic element is lost.
 The first Luanda Triennial began with a question: How to be an artist 
in a country that managed to definitively eliminate apartheid? I get a little 
touchy about the fact that for years, every time I asked people—above all 
in Europe—if they knew how apartheid ended, they would respond, “Oh, 
yes—European artists did a concert at Wembley Stadium, Free Mandela 
that was broadcast all over the world. This is an extremely gratuitous and 
ignorant recuperation. We’re not making this into a political act, but we 
do propose taking to politician as if we were politicians ourselves. Art 
must be used as a political vector. Just as when I sit down with a banker 
to discuss a project, I don’t talk to him like an artist; I speak to him as if 
I were a banker as well. In politics it’s exactly the same: we are trying to 
perceive the symptoms of the most profound sort of Angolan-ness. Keep 
in mind this is the country that during the first days of independence—
specifically on 11 November 1975—faced the threat of South African 
army regulars that were a mere 26 kilometers away from the capital. If 
the South Africans hadn’t lost that war, even today the Congo, Angola, 
Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe would be apartheid nations. Along 
with the emergence of the extreme right wing in European parliaments 
and the resurgence of Nazi ideologies, this would be quite dangerous. So 
Angola has participated profoundly in this change. That’s why when I 
hear of revolutions in South America or Europe, and without a single al-
lusion to African independence movements as a vector for the end of fas-
cism in Europe, I grow demoralized. 
 It must be understood that the leaders of the April 25th coup d’état 
in Portugal, when fascism finally fell, became aware of atrocities com-
mitted in Africa, and worked in conjunction with Africans to dismember 
the colonial system. Similarly, it should be understood that when the 
Russians and the Cubans were summoned by the MPLA (the Angolan 
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220 People’s Liberation Movement) to fight off the South Africans, it might 
have seemed that Angola had become a Russian satellite. I was in school 
then with Cuban professors but we also had colleagues that came from 
Bulgaria, and I personally went to the airport with an Angolan and an East 
German flag to receive the ex-president of an ex-country. 

Agostinho Neto, the president who declared independence, was a poet. 
Most African politicians then came from cultural circles (Neto was a poet, 
Dos Santos a musician, as well as Amilcar Cabral), as they had acquired 
political consciousness through cultural knowledge they had of their own 
people, but as well because of ample knowledge of universal culture. It’s 
because of all that there is a full generation of African artists, and what 
one colleague proposed yesterday—that one or another curator is respon-
sible for putting Africa on the world art map—is untrue. That is the most 
ridiculous thing anyone could say in light of the cultural and political 
past that we have in Africa. It may also be appropriate to mention here 
that although people are quite impressed with the fact that a mixed-race 
person like Obama was elected president of the United States, in 1975 the 
Angolan Minister of Culture was a white man, Antonio Jacinto, and was 
also an Angolan poet in the colonial period. In colonial times people like 
him—white, black, mixed-race—were imprisoned for twelve years, as 
evidenced in photos from the first days of independence in 1975, but have 
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221since been forgotten. On the other hand, everyone points to photos of the 
accords made between South Africa and the rest of the world that awarded 
the peace prize to those who were imprisoned 27 years in South Africa as 
well as those that liberated them, but who had left them there for dozens 
of years. I think this sort of injustice is one of the issues that concern us in 
the Luanda Triennial project.
 I wanted to say that the responsibility for the emergence of a dis-
course on contemporary African art lies exclusively, privately, particu-
larly and autonomously with African artists who stormed the gates of 
European museums twenty years ago. There are texts about Africans by 
Catherine David or Jan Joet, the Belgian and Swiss curators, that are ter-
ribly prejudiced and that I placed in exhibition spaces ten or fifteen years 
ago. They said that contemporary African art did not exist, accompanied 
by a phrase from Hitler about other cultures that said, “other cultures ex-
ist but are inferior.” It’s interesting to see that for Hitler the “other” need 
not be nullified, only inferior, and yet for contemporary curators Africans 
do not exist. But that is to be expected because I think in Europe there are 
vestiges of the Nazi aesthetic in European minimalism that reduces us to 
being a “Mandelian” culture. We can consider both figures, Hitler on one 
hand and Mandela on the other, due to their impact and the transforma-
tions they provoked in society: they are people who altered human his-
tory, that altered aesthetics, and that altered culture as well. I am closer to 
the South in this instance.  

Returning to the Angolan war, let’s say it was a sort of peaceful guerilla 
war, since in 26 years of war culture, well…you learn a thing or two. We 
did a school program with video and photography, and worked with 100 
schools, in buses donated by a bus company, and with snacks, in order 
to dedicate at least three hours a day to kids from three to twenty-four 
years old—more than 40,000 students—in a chaotic city. Ultimately, it 
was seen the colors kids like are the colors of their clothes, because they 
choose to wrap their bodies in these colors and in such a way transmit the 
colors. So we put together an educational program that is one of the proj-
ect bases using work by local artists. 

 In my presentation I only use images that can be found at the 
Sindika Dokolo foundation—works that come from its collection. This 
is because when we did the first Triennial we ran up against a problem: 
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222 How to bring works by African artists to Luanda. We did a quick calcula-
tion and 600,000 dollars were needed to bring in the artworks we wanted. 
Coincidentally, a collector who had done a great deal for the development 
contemporary African art, Hans Bogatzke, died: he was a German busi-
nessman who patronized a number of African artists’ projects during at 
least fifteen years. 

I began to work at the end of the 1970s, on a project in Brussels, camou-
flage, that was a sort of satellite to a hypothetical center for contempo-
rary African art. Keep in mind that in Europe there are only ethnological 
African art museums and that contemporary African history appears 
in no textbooks and is till not studied in schools. At the end of his life, 
Bogatzke’s idea was to give his collection to an African nation. But when 
he died, his widow requested we return the collection. We had ended up 
with it because I had done much of the last additions to the collection. 
There was another German collector who wanted to buy the dead hus-
band’s collection. So it was then—and this is where I speak of politics—
that we made an important political decision. We talked with Sindika 
Dokolo, a Congolese collector who lives in Angola, so he would intercede 
and give us some time to raise enough money to buy the collection. At 
that time it comprised 470 works. They gave us ten days and for ten days 
we went to see a banker friend of ours and he managed to do something 
crazy that meant two months later we had four containers with eight of 
Kentridge’s films, Incachonibare’s photos—everything we’d bought for 
Bogatzke in the previous fifteen years. It’s all currently in Luanda.

I want to mention that the foundation collection, from 2005 to date, 
comprises more than 3500 works of contemporary African art. This was 
a rescue project as well. Because of the fragility of the African continent 
it is not possible to recuperate the past, within societies that do not have 
access to the aesthetics of the past. Since yesterday Cuauhtémoc spoke of 
what the French call “fetishes” from the north of Angola, the Bakongos, 
that are a de facto writing reference, i.e., from when those societies were 
completely dismembered—because children stayed with their grandpar-
ents and societies were utterly decapitated—there was an emergence of 
objects that at root are assemblages, because the nails in the mirrors are 
Portuguese, but the sculptures, the forms, were done by Africans. Since 
European countries didn’t want to donate these items, we invited thirty 
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223contemporary African artists to go to those museums around the world 
and create a much more contemporary work based on that aesthetic, by 
means of photography, video, or whatever medium they chose, so we’d 
have a rereading in Luanda of an aesthetic that was taken from the conti-
nent three centuries ago. We think it’s a much more understandable and 
intelligible way to approximate that aesthetic, because the young people 
of Africa are much closer to us—to all of us here—because they are all 
post-exotic. If you were to put up a photo of Europe from a century ago, 
say on the streets, and then below it put up a photo of Africans from a 
century ago, and then off to the side a photo of Africans today, today’s 
Africans and today’s Europeans are more like the aesthetic of the Africans 
from a century ago than the Europeans of a century ago. That’s why I 
don’t understand this discussion of a South with complexes, especially 
when the South has brought a tremendous affectivity to human history. 

I’d like to go a little deeper into the experience at the Venice Biennial be-
cause I think it’s important you understand the reference. I believe artists 
need not wait twenty years to go to Venice. In many cases, we had artists 
who first participated in the first Young Angolan Artists’ Triennial do 
their second exhibition at the Venice Biennial—something most people 
consider art’s most sacred cathedral. I should explain how in the end it’s 
really quite fragile.  

The Italian ambassador in Luanda came to our office during the Triennial 
to say, “Listen, Fernando, there’s a worldwide contest for the first African 
pavilion at the Venice Biennial.” One hundred twelve years had to pass 
before they thought of it. But juries are really quite incompetent. I don’t 
understand how you can form a jury to judge contemporary African art 
with people who will die in Paris. Imagine for two seconds if Zimbabwe 
were to define the aesthetics of Germany. But Africa is the only continent 
about which everyone can have an opinion. I rejected the idea, but Simon 
Njami thought we should enter the contest. The six-person jury voted 
unanimously in our favor, but apparently the American curator Robert 
Storr wasn’t happy. MoMA was going to give us 100,000 dollars, but even 
though we’d won the contest, and had been chosen, they didn’t give us 
the money because they said we were corrupt. What we did there seems 
like a fetish for the Venice Biennial: they said we are corrupt, but most the 
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224 people that speak of democracy is not elected: the G-8 is a private club 
that has been screwing up the planet for thirty years running now, and 
in a country where prime ministers have had to flee to Tunisia because 
they were working for the mafia—Italy—we were accused of corruption. 
Venice was a sort of terrible conspiracy containing people from the art 
world. They made us appear before people from the British Council, hop-
ing to speak about a collection and a foundation to which none of them 
had access. 
 So we went to Angola and spoke with the government, publicly on 
Angolan television and radio, in newspapers; it was a political act to go to 
Venice. We raised 1,200,000 Euros in twenty days and we did the show. 
Unlike the Biennial, which waits two years before paying its employees, 
ours was a project where architects and the entire Angolan team, all the 
African artists—60 people—were paid in advance and at levels never 
before seen in the history of art. Forgive me for speaking this way, but it 
needs to be said: I believe the manipulation of history and art history con-
stitutes a terrible act of violence. However, differently from others a lot of 
us do not forget our history. They said to us, “Why is a private collection 
like the Skindika Dokolo Foundation’s invited to do a project” at the same 
time that all of Storr’s crates came from galleries in New York, Miami, 
and I don’t know where else. There is a terrible cynicism and hypocrisy at 
work here. The difference is at the pavilion a third of the works belong to 
a private collection, a third were specific commissions, and the final third 
belonged to us—the artists. Even so, what they said was that ours was 
a private collection. I waited almost two years for a signal from the art 
community—from curators and pseudo-curators—for a sign of solidar-
ity, or for an attempt on the part of the press to understand the reality of 
these artistic projects. The project architect was 28, Angolan, educated 
in Brazil; she is clearly black. The chic thing is that we put a collection 
of portraits of Africans on the outside of the building, where people 
wait to get in. This was obviously before Obama’s election. The portraits 
weren’t just of people who fought for African independence bit also 
those who participated in global processes, in South Africa, or in North 
America, or throughout the world, so humanity can be considered as 
such in every corner of the world.

In conclusion, I’ll say that in the south of Angola, in the city of Namibe, we 
are building a new kind of cultural complex: a 6000 square-meter facility 
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225with very simple projects, where, for example, movement is diagonal, in 
imitation of how Africans move. 
 We are studying ways of adapting the space in the same ways peo-
ple function. 
 One of our latest projects, currently showing in Luanda and named 
m2a (The African Memory Movement), that involves people from all over 
the world, consists of buying every book we possible can on African his-
tory, art, culture, science and politics. Our goal in the next five years is to 
have 300,000 books in Luanda, along with documentation. The first thing 
we did was to buy the archives of Noir magazine, a pioneer in the diffu-
sion of African culture: we have two thousand photographs and every 
archive and book that documents Noir. 
 We also just founded the first cultural radio station in Africa. As 
regards the South-to-South axis, we are negotiating an agreement with 
Salvador and São Paulo in Brazil to create a gallery that will be directed by 
an Angolan friend who’s married to a Brazilian. 
 Right now we are financing residencies for Angolan artists that will 
open with an inaugural exhibition on 5 February 2009.  Thank you for 
your attention.
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Raimond Chaves
El Toque Criollo (The Criollo Touch)

“El Toque Criollo” is a short story about Latin America and the 
Caribbean constructed from the covers of old phonograph records discov-
ered in flea markets. 
 The terms criollo in Spanish, creole in English, créole in French and cri-
oulo in Portuguese have an approximately shared meaning based on ideas 
of ethnicity. But beyond that, what gets described as criollo in Spanish 
America exhibits shades of meaning depending on the countries and con-
texts where the word is used. 
 Here “El Toque Criollo” is the autochthonous touch or the mixed-
race (mestizo) touch. The rather mischievous mood of these images, that 
look at two sides of the same matter, are memory and its projection into 
the future. On a continent that is in a constant state of ferment, where it 
would seem that there are bigger priorities than remembering the past, 
I like dusting off those old discs to find what ought to be said, right on 
their covers. To speak of what happened and recount what’s happening.
 This is an arbitrary and capricious narrative. Yet I hope it is still an 
open one and that the images I’ll present retain their power to evoke and 
suggest. 
 It seems important to highlight that there is something arbitrary 
here for a couple of reasons. This story I’ve allowed myself to read Latin 
America through is also constructed from an ambiguous and mobile 
space. It is the position of a Colombian/Catalonian artist who must 

Left: El Toque Criollo, SITAC VII, México City



228 explain where he comes from, time and again, who needs to explain what 
he’s confronting, what he doesn’t understand and what fascinates him 
every time he looks around. And no matter how much I may be inside it, 
my reading is made more from without, with inevitable passes by certain 
stereotypes, simplifications and the tyranny one engages in when trying 
to “explain” things.
 I lot of the arguments I’m putting out there are tinted with a 
“Barcelona” outlook (so as to localize it somehow) and I think it’s always 
a good idea recognize what lenses we use to see things.
 I should add the irreverence of many of the album covers I used al-
lows me to posit a conversation that avoids consensus, so that in these 
times of (often enough self-imposed) unanimity, more and more versions 
of what we agree to call History can be proposed. 
 But let’s return to the images that have brought me here. Powerful 
images to which I’ve succumbed, that demand explanation, a response 
to the questions they bring up, or how they were constructed, where 
and why they were bought, the music the contain, etc… They are images 
that speak unwittingly yet wittingly of the very context where they were 
born—and hide. They distort as much as they expose and suggest.
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229To conclude I’ll tell you that these records are the remains of what were 
once local culture industries with quite a bit of power and an autono-
mous ability to elaborate images. They were vehement, daring, disconcert-
ing, ambiguous, capricious and ironic images, that I now find are lacking.
 If you compare these covers with their current equivalents, the cheap 
photocopies that come with pirated CDs sold in Latin America’s streets, 
you can really understand the impact globalization and neo-liberal policy 
have had on our continent. 
 Here come the hits!

Les habla Kako (Kako Speaks)
Ejem (someone clearing his throat)
This is Kako speaking to you all, in the name of “Lo Alegre All Star” (sic)
—No: the plural los
—Spaking to you…(sic)
—Kako speaking to all of you
This is Kako speaking to all of you in the name of the “Lo Alegres All, All 
Star”… (sic), this is Kako speaking to all of you in the name of the “Los 
Alegre All Star”… (sic)
—“All Stars”
One more time…, this is Kako speaking to all of you out there in the name 
of the “Los Alegre All…All”, this is Kako speaking to you in the name of 
the “Las Estrellas Alegre”…
(laughter)
Introduction to “Sono Sono”. Kako and the Alegre All Stars.  
New York (1960s)

Discos Chaves
To begin with, the best thing to do would be to go back to the beginning 
and talk about my uncle from America.
 Ramiro, my father’s brother, a person from a humble background 
who moved up in the world—became, in time, a sort of local hero—and 
had a record company: Discos Chaves, dedicated to the promotion of 
Andean music and located in Pasto, part of Colombia’s southern Nariño 
province.
 Nevertheless, he sometimes dipped into other styles and themes, 
and released the most widely varied compilations: some of these were 
commissions, others were commemorative records, self-help manuals, 

El
 T

oq
ue

 C
ri

ol
lo



230 and recordings by local poets, which he used to vindicate his father, my 
grandfather, with the idea of dignifying that man’s somewhat irregular 
poetry. Other times he did records by Fray Anselmo, the Italian friar who 
fancied himself a pop singer.
 In Pasto, my uncle also had a store that was open to the public where 
he sold musical instruments in addition to records and cassette tapes. The 
Discos Chaves brand covered all of Ecuador and the south of Colombia 
and got as far as Cali, a city where certain sisters of his, Aunt Blanca and 
Aunt Aura, sold records in a family store. 
 This is my cousin María Eugenia… In that first period it wasn’t she, 
but her brothers, the brothers’ girlfriends and other family members who 
made up the record company’s image. Each Christmas my uncle would 
send a package with the latest new records as well as some impossibly 
colored jackets that no one wanted to wear, and chocolate de maní sweets, 
all of which were completely hard to come by in Barcelona. 
 This is a special record for a number of reasons, since my uncle 
had his international adventure years before anyone spoke of globaliza-
tion. Emerald Records was the subsidiary my uncle started in Spain; a 
great minor milestone in the history, on its own scale, of a business that 
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231pioneered the trans-nationalization of multimedia corporations. It was 
something worth praising once, in the mid-70s, when it wasn’t about 
money-laundering, there was no internet and nobody was talking about 
world music.
 The adventure didn’t turn out well because the Barcelonan S.O.B. my 
uncle took on as a partner swindled him at every turn. But before going 
under he managed to put out several titles with a mix of musical genres 
that was thirty years ahead of the fashion for everything mestizo and Latin 
crossover. The record features a still-fashionable mix of rumba catalana, 
Flamenco, pasodoble and even sardona tracks, among others. It’s also an 
important record because I never stop being delighted by the fact that 
someone’s mother—in this case mine—appears on the jacket in the Plaza 
de Cataluña.  
 With the passing of years, things changed, and they began to replace 
the more innocent portraits of some cousin’s girlfriend with images of 
comely, scantily clad señoritas. And if those señoritas had been cousins I’d 
not have complained. 
 My uncle was strict and debonair; his ambitions were as modest as 
they were decent. They were qualities that Spanish multinationals can no 
longer boast of having, as they are largely dedicated to despoiling Latin 
America in these globalized times. I can’t stop comparing them to him.
 Oh! And before I forget—half the people in this image are my cousins.
 The following record covers aren’t by my uncle, but they evince simi-
lar standards and in spite of their age they tell very current stories. 

Todos Vuelven
Todos vuelven a la tierra en que nacieron,
al embrujo incomparable de su sol,
todos vuelven al rincón donde vivieron,
donde acaso floreció más de un amor.

Bajo el árbol solitario del pasado
cuántas veces nos ponemos a soñar,
todos vuelven por la ruta del recuerdo,
pero el tiempo del amor no vuelve más.

El aire que trae en sus manos
la flor del pasado, su aroma de ayer,
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Everyone Returns
Everyone returns to the land where they were born
To the incomparable enchantment of its sun
Everyone returns to the corner where they lived,
Where hardly more than one love ever flourished.

Underneath the lonely tree of the past
How many times do we begin to dream,
Everyone comes back along memory’s road,
But the time of love never returns.

The air that it has in its hands
The flower of the past, with its scent of yesterday



232 nos dice muy quedo al oído
su canto aprendido del atardecer.

Nos dice con voz misteriosa,
de nardo y de rosa,
de luna y de miel,
que es grande el amor de la tierra,
que es triste la ausencia.

Peruvian waltz, 1941. Words and music by César Miró. Lima, Peru  
(1907-1999). Performed by Maravilloso Dueto Las Dos Colombia, 1970’s

Soy Campesino… (I’m a Country Boy…)
That’s what Amado Rodríguez, the sentimental voice of the Peruvian 
Ancash province tells us, on a record found at the Lima flea market. 
 What Amado doesn’t tell us, but time—that never tires of telling 
stories—does, is that, once more, lots of people from the country are no 
longer people from the country. This is thanks to efforts on the part of 
governments to facilitate the large-scale production of African palms in 
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Sings the sunset song it learned
Quietly into our ears.

Its sings it with a mysterious voice,
Of tuberose and rose,
Of moon and honey,
How grand the earth’s love
How sad its absence.



233Colombia and Peru, or soybeans in Brazil, two crops that turn people who 
work the land into slaves. 
 Lots of peasants have given up being peasants thanks to agricultural 
imports and agricultural subsidies on the part of richer nations. And the 
imposition of genetically modified crops. Thanks to demand for cocaine 
and freebase. Thanks to ranchers, paramilitaries, the army, the state and 
guerrilla warfare in the case of Colombia.
 Thanks to the timber companies and the oil companies, the multi-
nationals and the free trade agreements and everybody so eager to bring 
them about. 
 And they’re also giving up being peasants because of their own de-
sire to move through the world freely. 
 As we say around here: I’m not [what you think I am] any more, not 
because I went away, but because I stopped being it.

Chilean president Salvador Allende said:
“People who fight for their emancipation must logically adapt the tactics and 
strategies that will lead to transformations of their own realities. The people, 
because of their characteristics, their history, have moved forward selflessly, mak-
ing conquests; they have grown aware and understood that it is neither within 
capitalist regimes nor reformist regimes that they can become a nation that is 
master of its economic independence and be capable of life and existence on a 
higher level.”

Interview with Salvador Allende, 1971. From an LP released in commemora-
tion of Fidel Castro’s visit to Chile the same year.

No se por qué será…
…que las mujeres le tienen tanto amor a los choferes.
No se por qué será que las mujeres le tienen tanto amor a los choferes.
No se por qué será que las mujeres le tienen tanto amor a los choferes.

I Don’t Know Why It Has to Be…
…that women love drivers so much.
I don’t know why it has to be that women love drivers so much.
I don’t know why it has to be that women love drivers so much.

La Mujer y la Gasolina. Los Molineros. Colombia, 1970’s
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234 ¡Qué Mosquern! (What a Mosquern!)
This is an image that cannot be understood because of the text that ap-
pears on it. It makes me realize the same thing happens with every other 
image: there’s always something in them that’s beyond our comprehen-
sion. In fact, this Puerto Rican dust jacket isn’t even understood by a lot of 
Puerto Rico natives (boricuas) that I’ve spoken to on several different trips 
to the island. No one remembers what this expression, now no longer 
used, ever meant.
 Iris Chacón, Puerto Rico’s most famous star, singer and derriere, 
upbraids a lack of manliness in her partner and he responds to her saying 
something we can’t understand: ¡qué Mosquern!
Both not knowing and the inconsistencies present in these images let 
us talk about the two-edged sword that characterizes stereotypes as ap-
plied in Latin America, as well as gender relations that are produced there, 
which puts images and stereotypes, as well as their uses, reutilization 
and the responses that are made to them, into play: it’s a loop of mean-
ing within which the macho and the exuberant and powerful star—the 
fecund mamacita and the Latin Lover, and probably many other figures 
besides—dance.
As an artist friend who had just finished a decorative mural in a Bogotá 
disco told me, one time a workman had come up to him and said, in 
praise of the his work: “Very elegant. Very drag queen.”

Tiros Bailables (Danceable Hits)
“¡Qué Rico!” (“How Delicious!”)

Caracoles de Colores. Los Molineros. Colombia, 1970’s

Encerrona Criolla (Encerrona Criolla Party)
On the other hand, this is a story like every other rhumba gone wrong; 
time sees to it that things get more and more tragic. In this case it’s drugs 
and this Fania All Stars record is the perfect introduction to talking about it. 
 This record is an homage to Gonzalo Rodríguez Gacha, also known 
as El Mejicano, who was Pablo Escobar’s right-hand man. It’s not a “proh-
bited corridos” or “norteño corridos” record. Instead, when Gacha was 
gunned down by the police at the end of the 80s, someone, probably a 
family member, hired an orchestra and a composer who put together a 
sort of homage and took on laying down these tracks. Pacho, the town 
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235he was originally from, is in the Cundinamarca province, right next to 
Bogotá. 
 “El Mano a Mano” (“The Main Event”)… Here we see our old 
acquaintances the Mafiosi. Narcos, traquetos, los mágicos… Sometimes 
they’re squared off, as is seen in this image, and as we’re used to seeing in 
gangster films. What is not seen in the image, and what they’re trying to 
hide, is the new political/social order that’s been brewing in recent years 
throughout most of the country—I’m talking about Colombia—due to 
an alliance between extreme-right paramilitaries, drug traffickers and 
politicians. This alliance is the real Mano a Mano of the year—so watch 
out, Mexico.
 “Siempre Soñé” (“I Always Dreamt”)… What Margarita María, who 
was Miss Colombia in 1968, never dreamt was that beauty pageants, 
and even the world of beauty in general, would come to be what they are 
today: yet another emblematic bastion of the mafia lifestyle. Beauty pag-
eants where not only is there money-laundering, with beauty queens and 
courts purchased by the highest bidder, but where new beauty standards 
have been imposed based on silicone, scalpels and mafia-style glamour. 
In a conversation a while back with a Cali cousin of mine, I was told that 
Margarita María ended up marrying one of the Ochoa Family members—
known throughout Cali as drug traffickers. They say that sometimes the 
biggest curse is having your dreams come true. I’m sure you all remember 
the case of Laura Zúñiga, also known as the Reinita, the flamboyant Miss 
Sinaloa from 2008, who was recently detained in the company of seven 
hit-men, armed to the teeth and carrying 53,300 dollars in cash suppos-
edly for a shopping spree in Colombia and Bolivia. 
 Pedrito Rico lets us talk about narco-architecture. In Cali they’re still 
talking about the narcos and Club Colombia. This was an exclusive club 
for the Cali elite that at one point barred membership to Mafiosi, who 
sought to rub elbows with the city’s most esteemed fortunes and names. 
The narcos, snubbed, built a replica of the club, but with better and more 
luxurious installations, across from the club that had turned them away. 
We could discuss narco-architecture forever, along with neighborhoods 
like Cali’s Ingenio, or the real-estate chicaneries and the mix of concrete, 
money, blow and blood that seem to be necessary if you want to build a 
city with cache. 
 In Peru, an encerrona is a party to which you invite a criolla musical 
group and in the center of which you put an enormous clay pot filled 
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236 to the rim with booze. The custom is that everyone’s house keys be 
tossed into the pot, so no one can leave until all the liquor is consumed. 
“Encerrona Criolla” reminds me of the modus operandi practiced by guer-
rillas, narcos, paramilitaries, banks, arms traffickers, the United States and 
even our own governments, all working away so this sub-rosa business 
can continue to warp existence in Latin America. Beyond devising real 
alternatives to transcend this state of affairs, it would seem we are con-
demned to live inside that messy punchbowl, but with no end in sight. 

Chanchullo… 
…bailemos pero chanchullo. 
Chanchullo…
gocemos pero chanchullo.
Chanchullo…
…bailemos pero chanchullo. 
Chanchullo…
gocemos pero chanchullo.
Chanchullooo…”

Chanchullo. Tito Puente. Performed by the Fania All Stars. New York 1970’s

Genuine Products from the Land
Urabá is a region in the north of Colombia, near the Panama border 
that’s known for its enormous banana plantations. Plantations that have 
been in the news recently because the press discovered that the Chiquita 
Brands multinational—previously known as the United Fruit Company—
had for years been paying a substantial sum to far-right paramilitary 
groups. It ended up being the cause of a judgment against the company 
in US courts. I’ll point out two things about the decision. One, that even 
though the company was found guilty it wasn’t ordered to compensate 
the victims of its financial schemes but rather, was merely required to 
pay a fine that benefitted the US government. Secondly, the leader of the 
Chiquita defense team is Eric H. Holder, who was an assistant attorney 
general during the Clinton administration and today, after having been an 
Obama campaign advisor, has been named Attorney General by the new 
president. 
 Getting back to the matter of the plantations, the press also re-
counted how to this day those same paramilitaries are obliging small 
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…Let’s dance, but it’s a racket
A racket…
Let’s enjoy it, but it’s a racket…
A racket…
Let’s dance, but it’s a racket…
A racket…
Let’s enjoy it, but it’s a racket…
A raaaaacket…”



237landholders to sell their lands well below market cost, under coercion. 
More than anything, Urabá is synonymous with killing and massacres. 
These are common events, beginning at end of the 70s, that expose the 
unrestrained power conflicts surrounding the banana industry and its 
production mechanisms.
 From time to time, those involved in the conflict—including the state—
remind us of the blood that seems to be required for banana growing.
 This is getting good…ready to be served, piping hot and freshly 
made, like some great dish, an incredible image. Long live Peru! Or as they 
say there: Long live Peru, motherfuckers! No comment…
 This is even better: A potato harvest on a record cover. Neither Siniestro 
Total or the Residents would be capable of putting something like this to-
gether. At the same time it moves me with its ingenuous reference to local 
identity. It so suggested the power of the multitude to me, and I deliberately 
say multitude to use a current term: a multitude of potato farmers.
 What an avalanche!
 And well, here we have some old friends. As much from the land as 
bananas, beans and potatoes. In this case it’s Peruvian Soldiers, in charge 
of producing sufficient quantities of blood for the production of potatoes, 
along with Shining Path guerrillas, during almost twenty years. 
 They’re Latin American Soldiers, specialists in preserving order and 
the status quo and that no one rebel or get out of hand. Latin American 
Soldiers: bad when they fight against the people, and I’m not sure they’re 
not worse when the say they’re on the side of the people. National heroes, 
warlords generals, colonels, founding fathers, the big daddy you can’t live 
without. “Tell me where, tell me how, tell me what for…” Could it be that 
so much mess and so much flavor make this dose of discipline necessary?

President Uribe says:
“You, my soldiers, my nation’s soldiers. It’s critical you repeat—that you tell your 
comrades everywhere: a soldier must be an aggressive soldier with initiative and 
he must be a transparent soldier. We need these two elements so that along with 
aggression we achieve security and that along with transparency we gain trust.”

Álvaro Uribe Vélez, President of Colombia 
Address to soldiers. 14 September 2006
http://www.presidencia.gov.co/prensa_new/banco/2006/septiembre/
voces/voz1484.mp3
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238 Miltary Fabrications
This record cover, released by an Argentine army famed for its Military 
Fabrications, is curious, strange and ultimately disturbing. For its part, 
and for years, the Colombian army engaged in the sinister practice of 
murdering peasants, women, children and the elderly, only to disguise 
them and present them as guerrillas killed in combat and therefore mask 
the army’s own self-interested incompetence; and this is one of the many 
factors that explain war’s longevity in Colombia.
 In 2002, President Uribe—whom we just heard—came to power 
and under the aegis of the so-called Colombia Plan favored by the United 
States. Colombia’s military was egged on with incentive policies grant-
ing promotions, vacations and other privileges in exchange for combat 
deaths. This has meant a process of industrialization and sophistication 
on the part of the “model” Military Fabrication army. Recently it has be-
gun to round up victims with false promises of work in some rural area; 
then the victims murdered as part of a particular bit of play-acting. So the 
young urban unemployed, drug addicts and the indigent are added to 
the usual peasants and presented as those killed in combat. It is a sinister 
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239methodology where in some cases supposed casualties in guerrilla activ-
ity are presented, and in others it is boasted that extreme-right paramili-
tary groups were being fought, when in reality these and the army were 
competitively rounding up innocents to advance their aims.

Today a suddenly scandalized press speaks of more than 1000 cases of 
“false positives” in the last six years, “false positives” being the euphe-
mistic name such crimes have been assigned. The government, in spite 
of having removed some twenty high military commanders from duty, 
and in spite of the army’s commander-in-chief having tendered his res-
ignation, the government—I repeat—insists upon its tired old story that 
these are isolated incidents caused by a few bad apples. Unfortunately, 
the new head of the army has also been implicated in alleged cover-ups, 
abetting—or at least not doing anything to prevent—false positives, in 
the same place he spent his military career. Military Fabrications, extra-
legal mass execution, more and more death in this war of the poor against 
the poor.

An anonymous witness testifies: 
“Paramilitary actions are committing numerous outrages against the commu-
nity throughout all the provinces, such as Bajo Patía, and around La Dorada, 
Putumayo, San Miguel… They break into houses and pull out any girl over 
thirteen…”

Anonymous witness before the Southwestern Colombia Human Right 
Commission. 7 July 2006
http://colombia.indymedia.org/news/2006/07/45887.php

Musical Invasion:
Country-to-city migration is common in every Latin American nation. The 
almost always traumatic process, beginning in the 1940s and reaching 
one of its highest points in the 1980s, changes cities socially, physically 
and culturally. 
 In the case of Peru this process has been consolidated in a quite 
peculiar way, especially as regards Chicha music. Chicha is also known as 
Andean cumbia tropical. The term quite clearly illustrates the migratory 
movements that have fomented it and also describes the cultural aggluti-
nation process that migrants undertake as they cross the Andes from the 
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240 jungles toward the coasts. More than a rereading of Colombian cumbia 
tropical from the 60s, filtered through the Andes, Chicha is enriched by 
Andean music and genres like huaino, to which it adds a rereading of chi-
cano rock and psychedelic music. 
 The role played by the Inca in Peru’s national symbolic imaginary is 
highly significant. As such, he was noble, just, handsome, six feet tall, ag-
gressive and industrious. His system of governance is associated with a 
near-perfect socialism. The Inca—currently evoked in such prosaic items 
as the Inkacola soft drink—lends meaning in time to a national identity, 
even if it is an improbable one in the opinion of many.
 In contrast, the Inca’s descendant—the migrant who comes to 
Lima—represents everything that the mythical ancestor is not to the citi-
zens who take him in: the new arrival is a cholo, a hillbilly, or in the 80s, 
a terrorist. Additionally he’s short, ugly, dark, lazy and a thief—someone 
who merits no trust, much less respect. These migrants, nonetheless, 
start up processes of local modernity that create social fabric, modest pro-
gresses, and symbolic/cultural affirmations—something that theoretically 
more prosperous classes and groups ought to have done. 
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241It’s fascinating that someone labeled this way could present himself, per-
haps unwittingly, not as an Other, but rather as the “indigenous alien” 
who is also aware that his culture is more than just a musical invasion. 

Governing the Poor Is a Pleasure
The poor, frankly, don’t make much of a fuss. That’s why for the longest 
time they were forgotten. Often, politicians ignore them because they 
aren’t out in the streets setting up protest camps or protesting against the 
government. Often the poor want little more than bread, whereas every 
time a rich man comes near you, he’s looking for another billion. That’s 
why it’s so pleasant to be a politician for the poor. 
 The poor don’t have the money to come to Brasilia and protest, 
much less to rent buses. Mostly the poor don’t belong to political parties, 
they don’t go to college, and they don’t even join unions. They just go to 
church to pray and ask for God’s help. Being a politician for the poor is a 
very pleasant thing indeed. 

Remarks by Brazilian president Inácio Lula da Silva at a speech in 
Contagem, Minas Gerais, in June of 2006.

Disputed Nature
Vitold de Szyszlo, the father of Peruvian painter Fernando de Szyszlo, 
was a traveler and scholar stationed in Lima where he ended up being 
the Polish consul in Peru. In the 40s and 50s Vitold traveled the Peruvian 
jungles, always formally dressed in a wool jacket, just as he appears in 
photographs. He also published several books and pamphlets about his 
visits there and to other places. 
 The narrative of his journeys is compelling. De Szyszlo went along 
the bends of rivers and as he ascended or descended along them he made 
reference, one by one, to every kind of tree, plant, bird, insect of four-
legged creature he might come upon. It was landscape as inventory, path-
finding as an enumeration. These are narratives full of faith and optimism 
with regard to the future, wherein a vision of the forest, in the here and 
now, is merged with a vision of plantations and every other expression of 
future agricultural development. Superhighways as well. These are ways 
of seeing the jungle as a list and ultimately as a tamed and cultivated par-
cel of land, and undeniably today’s way of seeing. An example is when he 
refers—and I quote—to an “Amazon…opened on all four sides.”
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242  This is that same jungle, though this time it’s in Colombia, several 
decades later.
 After six years as a captive in the hands of the farc, Ingrid 
Betancourt—kidnapped along with Clara Rojas—was freed as part of 
the much-celebrated “Operation Jaque.” It was twenty-first century 
technology applied to a problem whose origins go back to at least to the 
nineteenth century. Is it really possible to confront a problem like some-
thing out of the early twentieth-century novel La Vorágine using Mission 
Impossible-style equipment? Can Tom Cruise “read” Vorágine author José 
Eustasio Rivera?
 Behind the media buzz caused by her liberation, there’s a detail that 
has been relegated to a second plane. The participation of the United 
States—interested in freeing three CIA agents that were kidnapped along 
with the Colombian politician—took the form of, among others, locating 
microphones and video cameras in the jungle, with the idea of catching a 
glimpse of the hostages.
 It’s well known that the implementation of technological advances 
and their full range of applications is a process that cannot be reversed. 
I’m quite afraid that all that zeal and dedication will not go to waste.

América está dormida (America Is Sleeping)
…but not for long—the winds that bring liberty are starting to blow.

Ya  Empieza… Los  Amerindios. Chile, 1971

Tropical Terrorist Attack
During the 70s and 80s in Colombia there were companies with an eye on 
Christmas that would buy the rights to 12 or 14 songs and then commis-
sion an LP that they’d give to employees, clients and friends during the 
holiday season. 
 In Colombia, in addition to hardware stores, banks, insurance and 
real-estate companies, petroleum or petroleum-related companies would 
also put out these sorts of records. 
 There’s petroleum in Colombia. This has transformed regions like 
Arauca, along the Venezuelan border, into prized booty for the oil com-
panies—not just local ones, but also those from England, the States and 
Spain. Thanks to the government’s fine auspices and cooperative agree-
ments, these companies often not only make money from the petroleum 

R
ai

m
on

d 
C

ha
ve

s



243they extract and sell in other markets, but they are also indemnified by the 
Colombian government thanks to contractual riders that anticipate every 
market variable.
 According to the press, and the newspaper El Espectador—to which 
I recently referred—we shouldn’t be surprised that the greatest number 
of US military advisors in Colombia can be found in Arauca. Given the 
US’s textbook imperial history, it’s clear that, more than just the nation’s 
fate, what’s truly at stake here is the control of certain resources that are 
vital to the United States. In spite of having no sympathy for the US’s local 
enemies—what I call “post-leftist guerrilla trusts”—it wouldn’t be a bad 
idea to remember that we all pay for the damage occasioned by this kind 
of neo-colonial situation. 
 Here we some guerrillas dynamiting pipelines and other installa-
tions in Colombia a few years ago, which once again exposes the uncon-
trolled power conflicts that surround petroleum and its mechanisms of 
production. 
 In or out of Colombia, I don’t know which is worse, the sickness or 
the cure.

Hombro con Hombro (Shoulder to Shoulder)…
… Hand in hand
Shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand
Shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand

Hombro con Hombro. Los Amerindios. Chile, 1971

Fogoso Impacto (Fiery Impact)
This record called out to me because the place depicted on the cover is just 
next to the house where I live in Lima. But I quickly realized that this cov-
er belongs to that group of unintentional artworks that are—and in real-
ity, this is—a synthetic and very low-budget version of Marcel Duchamp’s 
artwork entitled The Large Glass that is also known as The Bride Stripped Bare 
by Her Bachelors, Even… I’m not a Duchamp expert but I’ll risk pointing out 
certain similarities based on a reading Octavio Paz made of the object.
 The similarities that we find between the protagonists are quite 
notable: uniformed bachelors like those seen in the Large Glass, nine in 
the case of Duchamp, eight on this dust jacket. We also find similari-
ties among numerous other elements. Artifacts that are present for no 
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244 apparent reason. Phallic fire extinguishers, a chocolate grinder, in this case 
taking the form of a fire truck. The same tension between fire/desire and 
fireman/control. 
 Perhaps the absence of the bride is not merely illusory: She’s some-
where outside the scene, but not very far from it, since she’s been present 
in the other covers, and everything takes place in the same desolate place 
Duchamp called the The Cemetery of Liveries and Uniforms, also known 
as the Eros Matrix. What is this Chorrillos riverbed (this part of Lima is 
called Chorrillos) if not a kind of dry, arid matrix? Let’s not forget that the 
bride is present in her absence. 
 That the land is arid and dry should not deceive us, because what 
land does do in Peru is shake, and boy, does it. So I can’t help smiling 
each time I pronounce the name of this ancient town that’s since been ab-
sorbed into greater Lima. The heroic village of Chorrillos. Heroic because 
it succumbed, supposedly, with honor when attacked by Chilean troops 
in the nineteenth century, and Chorrillos because of the streams of water 
(chorritos) that fall from its cliffs to the Pacific Ocean.
 I can’t stop smiling because during passionate combats, our manly 
members end up being mere mini-extinguishers capable only of ejaculating 
little discrete squirts that don’t do much to put out the bride’s fires. They’re 
little splashes that end up being Drip Sculptures. Little chorrillo squirts.
 There are too many similarities. So many I can’t stop praising the 
poetic arbitrariness present in the two works. Even the same crack unites 
them, although in this case it looks like a circular abrasion. Though as I 
think on it, maybe it’s better that it’s an abrasion, since an abrasion, say in 
the case of a match, lets someone set fire to something again, and a crack 
can’t do that.
 Finally I’ll say that maybe this version goes even a little beyond the 
original, since it also enjoys the status of being mechanically reproduced.
Chapeau!

Es interesante que sea América Latina… (It’s Interesting That It’s 
Latin America)
“It’s interesting that it’s Latin America that’s produced the phenomenon 
that is grabbing the world’s attention right now. And this is the moment; 
this is the opportunity to have everyone nearby, face-to-face in open dia-
logue with regard to ideas that interest all humanity.”
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Narrator’s voice, 1971. 
From an LP released to commemorate Fidel Castro’s visit to Chile and his 
1971 meeting with Salvador Allende. 

Credits
Other instrumental songs used to accompany the images during parts of 
the presentation where no text was read:

“Poincinana” by Esquivel y su Orquesta, “Lobos al Escape” by Los 
Orientales, “Ya Ya Ya” by Kassin +2 and “Hace tiempo”, a sound collage 
based on “Cualquier Cosa” by Los Kipus.

Raimond Chaves, 
Barcelona, Lima, São Paulo and Mexico City 
2004-2009
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Red Conceptualismos Del Sur 
(South Conceptualisms Network) 
Institutional Declaration 
The network was created in 2007 when a group of Latin American researchers wor-

king –separately but at the same time– on critique artistic manifestations of the 

1960s and 1970s in different parts of the continent, came together and created a 

working platform for collective stance against the fetishization and deactivation of 

the radical potential of such experiences. 

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor
des-bordes: Sleepless Revolution
Helena Chávez Mac Gregor is Coordinator of the Academic Programs of   Museo 

Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo (muac) at the  unam and is completing her 

PhD Dissertation  in Philosophy titled: “Entre territorios, estética y política: subje-

tivación, subjetividad y experiencia revolucionaria”.

M & X
Black Monday, Remittance (Lunes Negro, Remesa) 

V. Manifestations





Red Conceptualismos Del Sur 
(South Conceptualisms Network) 
Institutional Declaration 

Since its formation in 2007, the Conceptualismos del Sur Network 
(rcds) has grown informally based on the cooperation, affection, 
mutual solidarity and trust of its constituents. With an eye toward 
empowering its internal and external connections, the rcds declares 
its intention to endow itself, starting immediately, with more formally 
articulated organizational, economic, technical and political mecha-
nisms. By means of this institutional declaration, the rcds declares 
the following:

• The rcds is conceived as an international platform for work, thought 
and the taking of collective positions. 

• The rcds assumes that research, the generation of archives or the 
production of experiments to reactivate memories of that which has 
been experienced are political activities, not merely academic or pro-
fessional tasks. 

• The rcds considers that its policies for the generation, circulation 
and acquisition of archives should not only coincide with a recogni-
tion of the consequences of colonialism, but as well, with the pres-
ence of colonialism in contemporary Latin America. 

• The name Red Conceptualismos del Sur was adopted based on the 
following three notions:

Left: Ricardo Basbaum, Diagram sitac vii: Sur-South-Sul, Vynil on window, 2009 (detail)



250  One
 The tactical use of the terms conceptualisms and conceptual practices. 

The RCDS recognizes that such terms have in the last twenty years 
come to be used to elaborate historiographic, theoretical and critical 
tasks for the de-hierarchization, impugning and decentralization of 
canonical writings that take so-called “conceptual art” as their object 
of inquiry. We understand the terms not as a specific and delimited 
artistic tendency but rather as an alternative way of producing art and 
understanding its social role. 

 Two
 The strategic use of the term sur (south). Its use is designed to in-

tervene in Latin America’s geopolitical demarcations based on cur-
rent hemispheric conditions. The geopolitical condition of sur is not 
used metonymically to describe the geography of Latin America but 
rather as a discursive tool for dismantling “centrality” and undo the 
epistemic “marginality” based upon which global “conceptualism” 
has been historicized. Through the strategic and geopolitical use 
of the term sur it is expected that position taking from within Latin 
America does not suppose the vindication of a regional cultural iden-
tity, but rather, allows for the revision of such strict dichotomies as 
divide between center and periphery; between canonical and non-ca-
nonical; between the first and third worlds; or between the Western 
and non-Western. 

 Three
 A flexible use of such temporal limits as are employed. For the rcds, 

the decades of the 1960s and 70s are not definitive chronological 
markers nor fixed historiographical circumscriptions; rather, they 
represent the temporal and conceptual nucleus from which the prob-
lematics that concern the rcds’s research are derived.

 
General Objectives  
By means of this foundational document, the rcds declares the following 
general objectives to be its priorities:
• To generate research, archiving policies and experience memory re-

activation experiments with regard to “conceptual” practices carried 
out in Latin America during the decade of the sixties and seventies. 
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251• To assemble the needed technical, political, economic and institu-
tional tools to drive and articulate new research and new work foci as 
a network. 

• To collectively devise and drive disruptive policies for the exhibition, 
institutionalization, realization, and assignment of value, circulation, 
publicization, acquisition and conservation as cultural heritage of 
archives related to Latin American “conceptual” practice.

• To collectively promote a body of ethics (differing from those that 
prevail in market economies) as well as alternative political frame-
works that can influence decision making as well as the implementa-
tion of public and international cultural policies related to new forms 
of material, economic, artistic and symbolic exploitation in Latin 
America.

• To construct spaces for exchange, discussion and political interven-
tion with regard to research undertaken by network members and 
generate, by means of such spaces, complementary or conflictive syn-
ergies with established academic and institutional circuits.

The Network’s Internal Organization
The rcds is comprised of individual and collective subjects. Network 
membership is flexibly defined: anyone who regularly participates in 
any of its meetings, work, deliberations and/or decisions is considered 
a part of the network. Affinity with the rcds’s processes or objectives 
is not indicative of membership; membership is exclusively defined by 
effective participation in any of its instances for organization, participa-
tion, work, deliberation or decision making, as guided by protocols for 
action for each of those activities. At the same time, the rcds promotes 
and establishes different forms of association, collaboration or coopera-
tion with other individual and/or collective subjects and institutions. The 
organizational and executive composition of the rcds is made up of the 
totality of its task forces and its mutual interactions. A task force consists 
of a collective that undertakes stated and concrete objectives, defined and 
recognized by those within the network. Task forces can be of two types: 

a. Specified task forces. These are made up by subjects who operate with 
a high degree of autonomy within the network. They have the power to 
establish their own standards with regard to how open, or flexible they 
may be, or to what constitutes membership, etc., as a function of the 
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252 objectives specified for any given task force. A characteristic task force 
might be, for instance, one assembled to undertake research with regard 
to a specific archive or around a specifically stated editorial project.

b. Interdisciplinary task forces. These are composed of subjects who 
take up questions of general interest—interdisciplinary interests—to 
the network at large. Their degree of openness must be to the greatest 
possible extent. Any rcds member who chooses may always participate 
in them provided his/her participation is effective and his/her impact is 
recognized as part of the task force’s internal operating guidelines. Task 
forces, regardless of their nature, should be based on transparent commu-
nication both internally and with regard to the network in general. Even 
if a network member does not participate in any task force, he/she should 
be granted free (i.e., complete and well organized) access to the totality 
of research, information, deliberation and decision making that is pro-
duced within the task forces. Task forces are therefore obliged to facilitate 
a results archive, based on its work efforts, to be found in the network’s 
“public sphere.” 

Task Forces
The totality of members and task forces compose the deliberative wing 
of the rcds; the totality of the task forces constitute its executive body. 
Task forces will interact collaboratively based on interdisciplinary and 
autonomous principles; that is, based on the totality of the stated group 
objectives and shared responsibilities. Criteria for decision making there-
fore emerges from autonomy on the part of taskforces and their interdis-
ciplinary makeup. The task forces to be recognized within the network, 
regardless of their type, operate separately via specific mailing lists as well 
as timely work sessions and organizational meetings. 
 The rcds’s “sounding board” or “public sphere” operates by means 
of internal communication tools: mailing lists, online encyclopedias, etc. 
Periodic work sessions are different from the network’s plenary sessions. 
Periodic work sessions and organizational meetings will be scheduled 
according to the ongoing development of the specific projects undertaken 
by task forces. Plenary meetings will be scheduled at least every three 
years and will generally be characterized by balance and perspective, i.e., 
they will be an assessment of the preceding period, and they will seek 
consensus, and they will identify plans for subsequent objectives. The 
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253rcds’s plenary meetings will record their actions via the taking of min-
utes that will be published; a specific task force for the production of such 
internal network minutes will be formed. Periodic work and planning 
meeting participants are obliged to archive the minutes from their meet-
ings as well as documents pertaining to their objectives, procedures and 
advances on the network’s public sphere. 

Specific Work Protocols
Access to the network’s public sphere or deliberative area is open and 
non-hierarchical but does presume the following conditions: 

1. that a current member present new potential members; 
2. that he or she demonstrate to members his/her desire to join the 
 network; and that 
3. he/she ascribe to the terms of this Declaration.

Any network member may propose and justify the inclusion of a specific 
or adjunct group for membership or propose including one (or more) al-
ready existing groups, as long as the circumstances of its affinity are speci-
fied and above all, that its commitment to the work at hand is sustained. 
The inclusion or exclusion criteria for new members to an operating task 
force should be a function of the group’s general objectives as well as the 
specific objectives it has laid out for itself, and always be conscious of the 
need to foment horizontal, transversal and collective participation as part 
of each group’s specific organizing principle as well as principles mana-
gerial efficiency. 
 Every task force will autonomously self-govern its operational proto-
cols as well as its procedures for making specific decisions. The length of 
a task force’s existence will depend on the specifics of the tasks it under-
takes. 
 The projects, specific objectives and protocols that every task force 
devises for itself must always be made available on the network’s public 
sphere. Task forces must therefore promote a multidisciplinary approach 
with regard to network objectives and deliberative activities. 
The undersigned subscribe to this document in mutual recognition of the 
equality of difference.

March 2009
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254 To date the Red Conceptualismos del Sur is constituted by Halim Badawi 
(Bogotá), Joaquín Barriendos (Mexico City/ Barcelona), Assumpta 
Bassas (Barcelona), Patricia Bentancur (Montevideo), Marcus Betti 
(São Paulo), Carina Cagnolo (Córdoba), Fernanda Carbajal (Santiago/
Buenos Aires) Graciela Carnevale (Rosario), Jesús Carrillo (Madrid), 
María Fernanda Cartagena (Quito), Helena Chávez Mac Gregor (Mexico 
City), Lía Colombino (Asunción), María Clara Cortés (Bogotá), Fernando 
Davis (La Plata/ Buenos Aires), María de los Ángeles de Rueda (La Plata), 
Felipe Ehrenberg (São Paulo), Marcelo Expósito (Barcelona/ Buenos 
Aires), Fernando Fraenza (Córdoba), Cristina Freire (São Paulo), Pilar 
García (Mexico City) Cristián Gómez Moya (Santiago de Chile), David 
Gutiérrez (Bogotá), María Iñigo (Madrid), Syd Krochmalny (Buenos 
Aires), AnaLongoni (Buenos Aires), Miguel López (Lima/ Barcelona), 
William López (Bogotá), Octavio Mercado (Mexico City), André Mesquita 
(São Paulo), Fernanda Nogueira (São Paulo/ Barcelona), Soledad 
Novoa (Santiago de Chile), Luisa Ordóñez (Bogotá), Clemente Padín 
(Montevideo), Juan Pablo Pérez Rocca (Buenos Aires), Alejandra Perié 
(Córdoba), Júlia Reboucas (Minas Girais), Cristina Ribas (Rio de Janeiro), 
Suely Rolnik (São Paulo), Juan Carlos Romero (Buenos Aires), Sylvia 
Suárez (Bogotá), Mabel Tapia (Paris/ Buenos Aires), Emilio Tarazona 
(Lima), Paulina Varas (Valparaíso), Ana Vidal (Bahía Blanca), Jaime Vindel 
(León/Madrid), Rafael Vital (São Paulo), Isobel Whitelegg (London).
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Helena Chávez Mac Gregor
des-bordes: Sleepless Revolution

http://des-bordes.net/des-bordes/resonancias01.php

Editorial 
Hundreds of mangled bodies are found and hidden in Mexico, thou-
sands of women are raped, and mutilated and murdered in the north 
border moreover economic differences unhinge any possibility of com-
munity, of justice, of equity. And, while the State stands in a war to main-
tain the monopoly of violence, heads roll through the streets with a sort 
of sacrificial fury that disrupts any logic of meaning and purpose; on the 
street walls some revolutionary graffiti’s of an armed Zapata appear, call-
ing upon an unconsumed revolution under the a slogan that announces, 
as threat or augury: “See you in 2010”. The furies are unleashed, and yet 
we behave as if this was the same time than “the usual” holding on as if it 
was “business as usual” convinced that all “stay the same”. The violence 
that erupts, either with the intention of creating a new order or as a law to 
preserve power, is received as an object of contemplation. Just as Walter 
Benjamin announced, self-alienation has reached such a level that allows 
us to live our own annihilation as a first-degree aesthetic enjoyment.  This 
aestheticization has good foundations: it is from our own experience 
where we conform. 
 If these experiences are the substance we are made of, what kind of 
practices can incise to change the context? What kind of power has to im-
print the events in order to over -edge the experience that comforts in our 
own contemplation? What kind of rebel movement against the habit of 

Left: Mariana Botey, Crítica de la Razón Sacrificial: El Espectro Rojo, 2008
http://www.des-bordes.net/des-bordes/mariana_botey01.php



258 yielding without resistance to the violence of capitalism –even in crisis or 
mutation – is urged to institute such a dominant and hegemonic system? 
Maybe the search is within the edges, within the interstices where prac-
tices and knowledge merge to find, where everything is yet to be invented, 
the power of un-charm from this world landscape and gain the strength 
to un-accommodate what is solidified, silenced and in-visible. 
 If the political is aesthetic, it is not because it has become a question 
of taste and contemplation, but because the political is a historical forma-
tion that create the aesthetic conditions of the political, i.e., the conditions 
of perception, sensation, affection, knowledge and power from which we 
create experiences. Today, we can revert the damage of the imposition of 
the political as experience of submission by doing politics, not as sub-
ordination for the preservation of the State or affiliation to a particular 
political party, but more as a way of doing and undoing things. Doing 
politics from the aesthetic practices that could allow to over-edge the es-
tablished orders: art, activism, critic, revolt or revolution, the name doesn’t 
really matter as we are trying to point out moments of creation and birth 
–call them poetic– that rearrange the perceptive material by changing the 
position and opening new meanings that rebel against the establishment.  
Aesthetic creations, not for their condition to beauty, but for their capacity 
to alter time and space, to create, in the broad sense of the term, experi-
ences not just as simple experiences but as political ones from which we 
stand in order to create another new world order. 
 Today, we can do politics in the echoes of the limits of art and politic, 
because both practices are aesthetic creations that make political experi-
ences possible. And it is not about finding the “artistic” moments of the 
political, or to make art a political propaganda tool, but to find, within 
each practice, the aesthetic experience that allows a poetic-political cre-
ation at a revolutionary era. Doing politics is allowing –from inside or 
outside the circuits– to contaminate us, inciting our affections and affec-
tivities not to consolidate a private ambit of comfort or recollection, but to 
make experience, that is also part of the public, of the common, from the 
affection so that the un-enchantment is not the pain of a shield or a fall of 
a drain, but the strength to become another. 
 To do politics today, is to rebel against the closed and homogenous 
time imposed by capitalism and persisting in our own subjectivity; is 
to attempt to take charge so this is not the same time as always, but the 
time that opens to the particular of each practice, of each history, of each 
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fight, of each work, of each encounter, of each face, of each voice. To make 
politics is not to construct ourselves from the established politics but to 
be the action that says: “_enough_”, that is enough, is to make experience 
not only a surviving issue, but an experience of how to make politics, is 
not to comfort ourselves in the consuetude, but to construct oneself from 
the necessity that it should be different. The difficulty is that today, there 
is no program or agenda that could save us, the advantage, is that all we 
have left are the roads we can fabricate. 

Des-bordes (Over-edges) is born from the need of working together, to be-
come active in networks –from our own interests and affinities, affective 
and effective, that display in the recently driven and provisionary named 
Red de conceptualismos del sur; to find a collective elaboration and incita-
tion platform, a contagious channel and company. It is born from believ-
ing in the necessity of not being unknown to ourselves, of finding us to 
listen and find. Of wanting to activate the past, betraying the legitimized 
history, from the voices and histories of those who had been left apart 
the great story; to unearth what has been left undergrounded beneath 
mythologies and phantasmagorias that try to legalize a power that is not 
able to account what we are, but that subjects us to an always failed iden-
tity that perpetuates the dominance of this power. 
 des-bordes arises from the desire to decentre the north –as an im-
posed space of a centre from where everything emerges– not only to 
define us out of this centre but to create a necessary estrangement to un 
hinge its own constitution and legality. We decentralize not to establish 
an enemy, but to invent a south. We look to the south not as a geopoliti-
cal construction that situates us as postcolonial peripheral block that vin-
dicates the antagonist power of the margins, but as a political positioning 
that makes us the fissures of the system, that makes us the breaks and 
over edges that are no longer negotiable. We say south assuming that it 
could be located in any geography and in any latitude, because the south 
is not an identity from which we legitimate, but a way of affirming as part 
of the overflowed powers that work as a virus, that from contamination 
a propagation, impact in the production of other histories, of other affec-
tions, of other political experiences. 
 des-bordes is an initiative to generate a critic space, far from the mere 
academic wail or determinative judgment situated in a far place from the 
symbolic production. A space to confront us and speak, to find a way take 



260 charge of ourselves from the practice itself; from our wound and our dam-
age, from our neurosis and our fear, from our body and our love but, over 
all, from our own pleasure and desire. 
 des-bordes appears there where nobody looks for it. This issue 0 is 
an initiative to activate, from a blasting text, Pasteurized Ghosts, the critic 
echoes of authors from different latitudes, ages and registers with the sole 
intention of proposing a multiple voice collective exercise: a provocation 
to find answers and statements for and against in order to open territo-
ries, readings and interpretations. ))resonancias(( from the limits or art and 
politic is an answer to the need of asking ourselves about our history, 
about mythologies that legitimate the State and its identity imposition, 
about the ghosts we deny but that haunt our future, of their spells as a 
possibility for revolution; about the uses and abuses of power in the bi-
centennial commemorations in different countries of Latin-America –par-
ticularly in Mexico, not as a exceptional location, but as an example that 
broadens the particularity of a history to a concrete space of intervention– 
about wanting to think what creative and aesthetic practices can achieve 
to generate and make other kind of politic. 
 What will be found in this issue are essays in which each author 
collaborates with the one that echoes in him: lectures, interventions, 
aphorisms, investigations, interpretations and different written exercises 
that, more than trying to create a systematic thought, they execute prac-
tices that can’t a won’t be defined. Not art, or critic, or history, or clinic, or 
philosophy more as an over-edge of practices, of knowledge, of actions and 
affections. What we want to create are not closed answers, but constella-
tions from which each one can activate thought as an echo, as a possibility 
and not as something controllable. 
 des-bordes finds the light with this first issue ))resonancias(( from the 
limits of art and politics, from the work of many, from knowing there is no 
consent and the only way thought does not become sectarian discourse, 
but a practice and politic, is by discussing, talking and confabulating toge-
ther. Moreover, this issue arises from affection, trust and companionship, 
from the desire of the encounter, and the need of staying encouraged. 

Helena Chávez MacGregor
Editor 
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On September 9 2008 we travelled to Washington dc to do an exhibi-
tion invited by Transformer, a non-profit organization dedicated to pro-
moting artistic exchanges.  Once the event ended on September 15, we 
went to New York looking for a good time as well as visiting friends; dur-
ing our stay there we had the idea of collaborating in a project based on 
the personae of Jesus Malverde. 

By destiny’s hazards we found a friend in a bar, we had been looking for 
him the day before without luck. Our friend was drinking mezcal with the 
owner of a taco restaurant that he met at a Mexican restaurants conven-
tion. We were invited to join them at their table, and started a conversa-
tion that lasted until early morning. During the binge, we were asked 
many questions, what were we doing in the States? What we did for a liv-
ing? Were we painters? Our answer was that we were muralists and after 
that we were invited to paint a mural at a Taco restaurant. 

The day before we left back to Mexico, we decided to have lunch at this 
restaurant so we could see how serious was the mural subject. And, for 
our surprise, that same day we received an advance payment to start work-
ing on the mural. It was based on Jesus Malverde personae, accompanied 
by a desert landscape and decorative motifs of the United States flag. It 
was done over the façade of the El Paso Taqueria in Spanish Harlem. 

M & X
Lunes Negro, Remesa (Black Monday, Remittance) 



264 The night we received our payment, we decided to go out and celebrate 
our success, between one drink and another, the piece we now put into 
considerations arose: 
 Black Monday, is a fortunate sequence of events that took us to for-
mulate a symbolic work of art that is constructed by chance (Serendipity) 
It consists in a wad of $2,000 usd, obtained through work and labour of 
Mexicans living in the U.S.

The piece is a paradox: 
The intention of the Mexican muralists is to make a critic of the modern 
economic and financial system (Marxism) 

The contradiction in this case, resides in the fact that the piece is not the 
mural but the money. 

The piece was thought to become active at the moment when the money 
entered Mexican territory as a remittance. The day it came into Mexican 
land, coincided with the American stock market crash, known worldwide 
as Black Monday, and compared to the crisis of the October 24, 1929. 

Previously, the value of each dollar was supported by a given amount of 
gold. At the late 1933 the gold standard was abolished from the dollar 
bills, becoming this way a legal tender. Today, this means that the real 
value of the currency depends on the amount of bills actually in circula-
tion. It is an object with no real value therefore; the power to regulate the 
money supply is also the power to regulate its value.

The exchange rate in September 29, 2008 was 10.78 pesos per dollar. 

The piece must be purchased in dollars 10.78 times the amount contained 
in the bundle in pesos. The physical money received from this sale will be 
exhibited and sold in the same way.

Doing so freezes the money value and it enters into an exponential algo-
rithmic dynamic.

M
 &

 X
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The purchase of the piece implies the following: 
The bundle of bills must remain intact; it cannot be used for any financial 
purposes. 

At the acquisition, a Trust will be created that guarantees the full develop-
ment of the process.

The Trust appoints M & X (anonymous) as trustees, transfers to the col-
lector the position of trustee, and establishes the piece as the recipient. 

This dynamic will be repeated as much as possible

The collector will be acquiring a good based on symbolic values of con-
temporary art, economy and politics. By acquiring the work of art he 
becomes part of the piece’s process, which he has to keep under the terms 
established by the Trust. 

The piece is built from chance, so it is not possible to define when it ends, 
yet all the accumulated wealth is of artistic value.





Clinic 1: Zones of Disturbance, Cartographies of the Fracture
Facilitator: Mariana Botey 
Interlocutors: Suely Rolnik y Nelly Richard
Report: César Cortés 
Nowhere and everywhere: The south as seen from our north?

Clinic 2: Superhighways 
Facilitator: Jorge Munguía  
Interlocutors: Nikos Papastergiadis and Raimond Chaves

Clinic 3: South: Inequality, Crisis, War 
Facilitator: Daniel Garza Usabiaga
Interlocutor: Ana Longoni and Magdalena Jitrik
Report: Alma Rosa Martínez Amigón

VI. Intensive Care





The energy involved in the South as a horizon of historic transitions, 
poetic dissidence and political excitement, makes us think that a critique 
discourse arises from the periphery, that emphasises at what point the 
dichotomy between identity/difference is being taken out of place by the 
continuity between multiplicity and community. How far can we define 
the South as this geographical and historical locus shift? Or is it only a 
horizon of political evolution? A utopian imaginary to be colonized by a 
capitalism based in the circulation of subjectivities as commodities? 
 If we understand the discursive practices of contemporary art as a 
privileged space for locating disturbance areas or/and the outline for the 
multiple mapping of fracture. To what extent south is foreshadowed as a 
theory setback of the trinity: universality (globalization)-modernity-cap-
italism? Or is it the south the spectral interiority of the historic-politic 
formation of capitalism as world system? Periphery and/or sub territory of 
global imaginary?  And, in what sense a map for the de-territorialisation 
of identities and desires, the circulation of a ghostly objectivity of his-
tory (fetishization), the postcolonial as invisible territories and/or virtual 
nomadism? As exchange (commerce) of secrete otherness that negotiate 
and experiment towards a project of autonomies flow, junction between 
diversity / heterogeneity. 
 Or in a more classic historical outline (Gramsci): Is the “southern ques-
tion” the articulation for a methodology that brings us to the definition of 

Clinic 1
Zones of Disturbance, Cartographies of the Fracture

Facilitator: Mariana Botey 
Interlocutors: Suely Rolnik, Nelly Richard

Left: Victor Sulser (aka The President) during the action of the Clinic 1: Disturbance Areas, 
Cartography of the Fracture



270 subordinate? Until what point is this the crossroad between the limit of 
any system of representation, the political violence and the construction 
of a hegemony? Is the South an “imagined community” from where the 
crisis of representation is screened? Is the critic to the representation sys-
tem a crisis that orchestrates it and far from making it collapse it enables 
and renovates it? 
 In the South as theory territory, the commonality of history converg-
es as a series of violent accidents and trauma. Is the common condition of 
the South as a “war theatre” of the occidental universality –an accumula-
tion of disposable populations, excess labour force, political subjectivity 
without rights, forced migrations– a convergence for the radicalization of 
democracy? What are the political and aesthetic signs of a possible com-
munity of precarious subjects? 

The Clinic is put together as a worktable for debate and discussion of 
essays and projects related with the international speakers of the sym-
posium. The emphasis will be establishing a historic-theorist context for 
the concept-metaphor South as a critique device within the contemporary 
cultural practices. Works and projects related with the cultural intersec-
tion, politics and history are particularly relevant in the discussion. The 
disciplines of interest gather different fields of visual arts, photography, 
video, film, critique theory, architecture, virtual spaces, alternative media, 
activism and cultural interventions. 

Report: César Cortés
Nowhere and everywhere: The south as seen from our north?

Inside is something else. We don’t imagine ourselves inside, because 
human flesh is hard; it’s difficult to separate nervous tissue from the 
materials to be dissected; bone fragments may have inserted themselves 
even into the soft tissue and it may seem as if the flavor is even losing 
consistency, wavering between the bitter and the sweet, between the cata-
strophic and the patently delirious. That’s why inside is something else, 
because the I over there is also an Other—though not in the same terms 
as Rimbaud used, in the Abyssinian realization of his ferocious romanti-
cism, repeated once he reached Harar, bedridden and waiting for them to 
amputate his first leg. Am I another? Yes? Or better yet, if? Or am I the same? 
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271The very, very same. Sameness itself in egg batter, practically dead from syphilis 
in a place he doesn’t know… Yes: mobility reincorporates itself into habits 
so much that it ends up disappearing. 
 
Sur. Sur-sur-sur; the word sur has resonated so many times throughout 
the SITAC conference that it seems a mantra of damnation, a reminder of 
sacrifice, a frantic order that perhaps is far from being claimed. Sometimes 
sur has been whispered, sur-whispered, sur-negated, saccharine sur-
rrrrrrrrrrrrr-sweetened, sur-subsumed. Sur, said with a conviction that 
intimidates and overwhelms because everything seems to be able to be 
read in those terms. For example, right now in this room and for brief 
periods I am irredeemably north, and all of you are sur (south). It that re-
ally the case? It sounds ridiculous. No, it’s not really. Yes, it’s ridiculous, 
because we all think in the language of the north. So sur has been uttered 
so many times that it may have lost its meaning. Although we have to add 
that another word has been said:

 Caaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaníiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiibal
 
On the night of 29 January, between tequila and discursive inconsistencies, 
some colleagues and I, assigned the task of articulating/not articulating a 
series of points for the preparation of this text, resolve that there is a funda-
mental difference between the radical Other, the anthropophagous subject, 
and the subject who has had to sublimate this cannibalism, because of 
living in situations of cultural urgency. On the one hand, the anthropopha-
gous subject has not agreed to the idea of ONE, or individual integration, 
and he perceives the world from an imaginary that is inscribed in ritual and 
that is inaccessible as long as it is not recognized as having an organization 
of codes that is entirely distinct from ours, as Suely Rolnik suggested to us 
in the visits she made to our sessions. On the other hand, one could speak 
of modernity’s de-ritualized cannibalism, the cannibalism that looks for 
immaterial aliases in order to redefine itself, and reintegrate itself while it 
survives in a ghost reality that pursues it—a molecular dismemberment of 
ideas, multiplied ad infinitum, and an overflow of meaning. 

In cannibalism’s radical eccentricity, there is no center and therefore the 
individual does not exist. After all, what does it mean to macerate your 
friend, to cut him into pieces, and devour him, little by little, as you look 
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272 his family members in the eye? If the cannibal is to be named, perhaps we 
have to do so using a different term, with some invented word or unintel-
ligible syllables. Yes, yes, yeeeeeeeeeesss, people insist, between shouts 
and tasteful accusations that negated Heidegger, Adorno or Baudrillard, 
depending on who was speaking, with certain tendencies from the pre-
anthropohagous (into which we were turning ourselves) while the te-
quila was flowing. I think now that the cannibal shouldn’t even be named 
using the politically correct term of “anthropophagous,” because don’t 
those names always get used by the ones who are doing the looking? 
Don’t they say more about who produces them than about what they at-
tempt to delimit? This is precisely what Shakespeare’s Caliban complains 
of in The Tempest” “You taught me language, and my profit on’t Is, I know 
how to curse.” Your very language is a complete insult that condemns me 
to exile, to a lack of place, to be like you. And then I, who was never me 
because there wasn’t a me before, am no longer me. I’m you, and it’s from 
there that I name you and insult you. 

Sur 
Sur 
Sur 
 
No; the real sur doesn’t exist. It exists as a phantasmagoria—that illusory vi-
sion about whom it focuses its own desire. About whom it fragments in the 
capacity of a logocentric conception that confuses veracity with verisimili-
tude. What we have on hand is an invention of the south, the consequence 
of development that could do nothing except exclude the radical Other to 
the extent that it classifies it and turns it into definable fragments.

This Derridean illegibility is an irrepresentable void. What can be rep-
resented, the Lacanian phantasm, to the extent that I understand it, is 
indeed a reality. An ouroboros, the serpent that eats its own tail. Sur is a 
self-reference from the north, that mixes pleasure with pain, an attempt at 
nearness that changes constantly as a result of certain ways of construct-
ing reality, traditionally employing Occidental understandings that also 
depend on defined temporalities. The thing that presents the greatest 
conflict to all those Others that have not yet been touched by its advanced 
culture is that the West, by means of all its post-colonial deformations, 
mutations and mutilations, is at the same time inextricable for them. 
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273Perhaps the most dangerous illusion in all this is that it incorporates 
any kind of institutionalized discourse on the part of the Other into its 
bipartite system. Like death, or conservation in an archive or museum. Let 
otherness, therefore be lost—in the eyes of the It Itself—and let it, at the 
same time, remain within its non-existence—its impenetrability—in the 
eyes of those whom I suppose to be those Others.

Let’s not disdain confrontation, said others. Being doctrinally integrated is 
a strategy. A centripetal force that irredeemably moves toward the center. 
When someone says “artists of the south,” he also speaks of a certain way 
of incorporating them into an imaginary. In confrontations, everyone has 
a name and I believe that no “cannibal artist” would call himself an “artist” 
or a “cannibal” or anything else of the sort. He would use names that don’t 
correspond to our ways of reading the world. And to continue along those 
vindictive lines, one could add there is neither south nor north in art. There 
is an instrumental art, instrumentalized by a determined social division of 
labor within the art system. There is also an art that can appeal to the senses, 
but that belongs to an equal degree to Western practice’s flow of perceptions. 

I don’t think the south’s sublimated image is sufficient for the naming of 
the other. It smacks too much of humanism, that perfume in which an easy 
conscience anoints itself so as not to have to dislocate meaning or expose its 
segregationist nature. And—we know this for having lived through decades 
and decades of the discourse of commiseration—one of the worst uncon-
scious (and maybe not so unconscious) cannibals is the humanist. Precisely 
because within his compassionate rationales he is guilty of escamotage, 
a switch wherein a theatre of pity is constructed that allows him to access 
power and govern behind the mask of the conquered. This perhaps, may 
be one of the reasons that the so-called machine of the Mexican baroque is 
called into action: the disintegration of penury via a symbolic substitution, 
layer upon layer, that ends up configuring a self-centeredness filled with 
latent Others who have been subdued, deceived and cheated.

An interesting image of this is the wound. This sublimation of pain appears 
to be exempt and ultimately loses appearance. One path to Otherness is the 
evanescence of the wound, since it seems not to be there. Nevertheless it 
hurts, even though it may demand we close it or place it in a closed space 
and then move on. The wound is the record of time in flesh, a radical mark 
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274 in that it threatens the body with rupture. How many wounds could there 
possibly be on the surface of an animal like us? Wounds are a preamble to 
death, but also a reminder of it. An inscription of the finite in the landscape 
of existence. And who here takes responsibility for his or her own wounds? 
What we really do is postpone them, try to make them close through forget-
ting, or by placing layers of something—that isn’t skin, but looks a lot like 
it—on top of them, or by means of spells, glamour and a feigned lightness 
that has nothing to do with the levity Italo Calvino mentions in his Six 
Memos for the Next Millennium. This new skin that isn’t skin could also be 
called simulation, apparent discourse, a concealing of the Self that the Other 
attempts in order to save himself. Right away I think of the comments of 
Mariana Botey, who directed her SITAC workshop both provocatively and 
well. She spoke of the West’s tendency to recuperate images of the south as 
if it were a second modernity. A strategy. Because naturally, as in the case of 
the Conquest, it seems that something has been “discovered” that wasn’t 
there before and that is nonetheless the proof of the reflection, the psychotic 
Lacanian mirror that offers an image of the sublimated I in an Other who 
is none other than Oneself. Incorporating the wound, taking charge of it, 
would mean accepting the pain of this irremediable selfness, and then, as 
Nelly Richard also said, de-naturalizing meaning and provoking appropria-
tions of signs. Testing the option of identity or its potential for signification 
in the interstices. Accepting that disruption keeps happening there, maybe 
because our European fathers have abandoned us or maybe because our 
native parents have been perverted. 

In any case, I believe the latent problem that remains to be discussed is 
the nature of cultural resistance on the part of Others, who come from a 
genealogy that is different from that belonging to the dominators—be 
they northern or southern—which is the same cultural resistance that 
they have had to carry out in order to protect their vision of the world 
from extermination. And at the same time, sketch out methods to help 
these formulations find the proper channels for developing negotiation 
strategies. To bring forth tools, along the limits of Occidental culture and 
as experts in the constant features of that new and banal power that is the 
market, for this strategic disguising of resistance and as part of a disobedi-
ence proposal with relation to the environment established by the hege-
monic powers of a West that grows ever more menacing, mutant and in-
sensitive, what James C. Scott called the infrapolitics of the dispossessed.” 
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The “Supercarreteras” (“Superhighways”) clinic was proposed to 
make a deep critical investigation of cultural practices that, in specific 
scenarios; to seek to create networks and spaces for resistance and revi-
sion as well as for practices that engage phenomena in a world where 
power grows ever more concentrated. During five days of talks as well 
as in between sessions, the clinic’s twenty-five participants, with back-
grounds ranging from curation, architecture, anthropology, art and other 
disciplines, shared texts, information and experiences to discuss various 
aspects of this collective exercise. 

Starting out with the idea of global flows, the workshop reflected on the 
various media available for the empowerment of different groups, always 
imagining an ever-changing sense of ownership as well as its relevance 
when these media serve a group that is constituted with the objective of 
differentiating itself from the “Other.”

Sessions featured interventions by Nikos Papastergiadis, Raimond Chaves, 
Emilio Tarazona and Roberto Jacoby and each focused on a particular is-
sue or problem, that emerged both from personal experiences—good and 
bad—as well as from readings of theoretical texts yet to be published.

Workshop results are difficult to translate into 

Clinic 2
Superhighways 

Facilitator: Jorge Munguía  
Interlocutors: Nikos Papastergiadis and Raimond Chaves
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278 conclusive pronouncements. They were numerous and differed at times. 
Nevertheless, we present below a transcription of a text produced at the 
end of the workshop by a group of participants. A diagram is also present-
ed, which, although it may seem somewhat cryptic for readers who were 
not present at the workshops, did indeed help guide the issues discussed 
throughout them.

Think about the South from within the South. Start out from a third 
South and maybe you’ll arrive at another South. It’s an Odyssey, and we’d 
do better to make it happen together. The Supercarreteras workshop was 
proposed with the goal of reflecting on models for shared endeavors and 
collective efforts, even if none of the four Souths could be clearly identi-
fied, even if participants are still not sure of sharing even one of those 
Souths.

We choose a path involving work and thought that can lead to a sort of 
(always inconclusive) map of what is implied and represented, as well as 
what threatens, abets or obstructs…[plus] the details of a relationship of 
identity, power, context, circumstance and other forces that are present 
when we work together and share a journey of exploration.

I’ll say right away that these reflections and this map will not offer solu-
tions or concrete instructions to anyone seeking to embark on a collective 
effort. We hope it works for workshop participants or for anyone in the 
audience, as some points of reference on an illustration that everyone can 
use, as he/she wishes, to reflect on old and new models.

Perhaps the most compelling conclusion is that the South is neither one 
nor four; that it’s nether above or below; but rather, they are all imaginary 
systems where we momentarily come together. Let us take advantage of 
those coincidences, or spaces of encounter; and let us take advantage of 
the encounter to once again modify our horizons.1

Notes

1 Text by Rosario Mata, Mara Rahab and Axel Velázquez, used for the presentation 
of Workshops at the conclusión of the Symposium.
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Clinic 3
South: Inequality, Crisis, War 

Facilitator: Daniel Garza Usabiaga
Interlocutors: Ana Longoni and Magdalena Jitrik

 

Inequality, crisis and war are recurring situations associated with the 
“South”. Such conditions have become cyclic and systematic along de-
cades; entire generations and individuals have not known any other land-
scape. Such issues are, generally speaking, dealt with in a philosophical, 
theoretical, scientific and political manner. Inequality, crisis and war be-
come mere speculative objects. Such a view is particularly evident in those 
discourses coming from the “North”, although some positions from the 
“South” tend to move in the same direction. The level of experience pro-
duced by these situations —which, depending on the place, happen, are 
articulated and are understood in different ways— is left out in these revi-
sions. Departing from what E. Gruner has written on this issues, the clinic 
aims to “critically question the foundations of those experiences and to 
evaluate the depth of their inscription in a logic and a praxis that truly 
questiondomination.” The course will be focused on how have artistic 
practices and critical discourses in the South responded to such scenarios. 

Report: Alma Rosa Martínez Amigón
What follows is the product of participant discussions carried out at the 
workshop that emerged based on the bibliography presented at the end of 
this text. In particular, we reviewed the case of post-dictatorship Argentina 
as a first approximation to the problematic posited by the theme.



280  A fundamental consideration for analysis was the need to locate an 
historical moment and determined situation in which the artistic field 
operates, along with its contiguities, continuities and oppositional rela-
tionships. 

The Scenario
Crisis situations associated with the “South” (violence, war, inequality) 
occur to a large degree at the same time as an evident crisis in neo-liberal-
ism; in Latin America during the 1970s, the brutal response on the part of 
the governing classes with regard to social mobility and political radical-
ization had the imposition of military dictatorships as its corollary.
 The twentieth century presents previously unknown forms of politi-
cal violence. The horror unleashed by genocide (between 1976 and 1983 
Argentina operated some 400 concentration camps through which some-
where between 20 and 30 thousand illegally detained people passed) 
went beyond radicalized groups, reaching not just leftist political and so-
cial organizations, but expanding into cultural and daily life and thereby 
piercing the entire social fabric. State terrorism also generated socio-eco-
nomic transformations, modifying the presence and social import of the 
working class.  

The Victims
As the figure of the “disappeared” person, whose negated existence (be-
ing neither alive nor dead/being a body but not a cadaver/the incarnation 
of the nullified subject/the unnamed [NN for no nombrado in Spanish]) 
leads to the disappearance of memory. A survivor’s memory is brutally 
opposed, as he/she is a witness who condenses not only evidence of ter-
ror and death, but also the defeat that certain militant sectors refused to 
recognize.1

 Placed next to the representation of the disappeared as a hero and 
martyr, its opposite, the survivor, is seen as a traitor. He/she carries and 
identity that must be reconstructed and is marked by an extreme trauma 
experience that becomes inaudible (or intolerable) for a society that re-
sists hearing him/her, whether because of a collective self-justifying com-
mon sense: “we didn’t know;” or because legal defenses hide or publically 
deny militant conditions that incriminate even after the fall of dictator-
ship; or due to a sort of social sacrificial pruning: an ethic that political 
militancy conceives on the one hand with an idea of indestructibility and 
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281final triumph as part of an historical destiny, and on the other hand as a 
sort of total abandonment to the cause: death as the life of the Revolution. 
 The same construction of the victim and the hero, insomuch as it 
mysthifies the history of the militant and makes it uniform, demands 
total adherence and blocks criticism as well as analysis of actions, ideas 
and even the conception of acts themselves. This lack of critical question-
ing leads to de-politicization and ends up allying itself with ideological 
hegemony.
 As produced by the functional logic of repression, the survivor’s testi-
mony is restricted to circulation in judicial instances; it legitimacy can eas-
ily be invalidated by the past’s personal and subjective ways of discerning. 
 In such a context, how can the representation of this violence be 
posited within the arts “network”? The question points not only to the 
legitimacy of such an act, but also to its mere possibility. 

Representation
It would be far from impartial to take on these questions without ac-
knowledging the Eurocentric and planetary paradigms2 that turn the logic 
of colonialism into hegemony and which after the First World War posit 
the forced diappearance of a representation.3 At the same time a collective 
disappearance of bodies, or violently removed bodies, exists, art aban-
doned the referent of the body and replaced it with a void figuration of 
that body. Genocide violence seeks to strip the subject of its right to pos-
sible configuration and the legitimization of its world. 
 Eduardo Grüner4 posits that absence and presence, memory and 
forgetting are not absolute terms but are rather the object of a political 
strategy, and proposes one that he denominates as invisibility, radically 
opposed to forced image disappearance policies (implemented by dominant 
sectors in examples such as the effacement of people from photographs 
during the Stalinist years) as well as opposed to those strategies used by 
resistance social sectors such as the substitute representation of images (as 
in silhouetting). 
 Strategic invisibility consists of a metaphor for the political construc-
tion of memory; it is an appeal to the active construction of an anticipated 
memory of redemption in the future. Instead of a loss, it anticipates an 
enrichment of reality, a reality that will be better when such images can 
be shown, when the “framed void” will be filled with collective praxis and 
will reconstruct its history. 
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282  In the construction of new concepts, it is fundamental to unseat the 
historicist idea that all violence is equal, that extreme situations come 
from the same causes and that the victims it produces are subject to like 
histories and as such are awaited by the same destiny. 
 Thus the violence that produces the erasure of strategic invisibility is 
a foundational violence for a new legality that counts on the permanent, 
forward displacement of the “auto-institution” of image, does not allow it 
to coalesce, since it is always held back with respect to its own movement. 

The “South”
The re(-)cognition of the “South” supposes the recognition of singularity. 
Faced with the concept of “periphery” (the natural consequence of center), 
the “South” maintains an orientation that looks “north” less and less. 
 Specific circumstances within the field of art allow it to unveil or 
break up what generalized narratives promote as a necessarily monolithic 
and impenetrable body. The value of singularity can be opposed to the 
hegemonic values of originality and unity in that they reveal an ontological 
richness that can contain the bases for dislocation of the power of capital. 
 In the area of social mobilization, neo-liberalism in crisis approaches 
the globalized scenarios it produces in a paranoid fashion. Paradoxically, 
both globalization and the crisis in the relationship of servitude that sala-
ried work encapsulates make space possible for new types of struggles 
and can generate new capacities for the construction of knowledge and 
the emergence of the common. 
 Two examples are Argentina’s 2001 protests and Social Forums 
against globalization, which opened up territory for social, economic and 
political experimentation and innovation.
 The protagonist of these new struggles is not a unified entity but 
rather more like an active, organized social body, the incarnation of sin-
gularities that also has a consistency that resists every generalization: the 
multitude. 
 In an analysis of the Argentine disaster, Tony Negri5 sketches certain 
characteristics of this new social agent, whose potential resides in what is 
held in common: immaterial efforts (with their affective, intellectual com-
municative and linguistic dimensions) as well as real cooperative work 
that is organized via the production of forms and lifestyles. 
 While “the people” are represented as a unity, the multitude is a 
singular multiplicity or a collection of singularities that reaffirms the 
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283impossibility of being represented. In it, sovereignty cannot be divorced 
from the exercise of sovereignty. It takes resistance movements as an ethi-
cal reference and given that it does not function by being subsumed into 
capitalist accumulation, it is able to contain the bases for the dislocation 
of the modes of production. 
 The multitude, always productive and in movement, posits a political 
refashioning, in that it reveals the similarities shared by social sectors—a 
community neo-liberalism seeks to hide. At the same time it demands a 
new analysis of society’s composition. 
 It is critical to reject a certain idea about the “naturalness” of the 
violence associated with the “South”; similarly, it is important to object to 
the supposed homogeneity of protests and resistance, and open ourselves 
up to hearing, one by one, the voices of victims in order to activate the art 
field’s politicization.
 It is also fundamental to work on the links between art and politics. 
The representations and images through which subjects symbolize their 
relationships to the societies in which they live are extremely political ele-
ments and the dialectic of visibility/invisibility can be decisive for their 
survival—for their politics of memory and forgetting. From there, the im-
portance of a politics of memory and representation of the unrepresent-
able implies an ethical stance and not just an aesthetic one. 

Notes

1 Ana Longoni proposes certain hypotheses about “social inaudibility” on the part 
of survivors. See Longoni, Ana. Traiciones. La figura de traidor en los relatos 
acerca de los sobrevivientes de la represión. Ed. Grupo Norma, Buenos Aires, 
2007, 220 pp.

2 See Dussel, Enrique. Beyond eurocentrism. The world-system and the limits of 
modernity.

3 See Grüner, Eduardo. La invisibilidad estratégica, o la redención política de los 
vivos. Violencia política y representación estética en el siglo de las desapariciones.

4 See Grüner, op. cit.

5 See Negri, Antonio and Giuseppe Cocco. “El trabajo de la multitud y el éxodo 
constituyente o ‘el quilombo argentino’”, in Diálogo sobre la globalización, la mul-
titud la experiencia argentina. Digital edition.
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EDITOR’S NOTE
It is arguable that those who love more the living experience of symposia 
are amongst the weariest of the intellectual and emotional aloofness that 
their archaeological record in published proceedings tends to produce.  As 
director of the VII SITAC, I took a number of liberties in transforming the 
“South, South, South, South” symposium into a book. Rather than preserv-
ing the order of the sessions as they took place in the Tlatelolco Cultural 
Centre in Mexico City in January 2009, I decided to regroup the artist’s 
presentations along two sections that roughly differentiate the career 
testimonies offered by Doris Salcedo, Beatriz González and Magdalena 
Jitrik from the tactical arguments by Ricardo Basbaum, Roberto Jacoby, 
Fernando Alvim and Raimond Chaves.   
     Notwithstanding, I have kept the integrity of the two other panels, 
mostly integrated by theorists, so as to supplement their papers with 
revised transcripts of the ensuing debates, because the polemics on the 
conceptualization of the “South” and the historiographical strategies on 
the genealogy of political-aesthetic practices seemed to me symptomatic 
of the predicament of critical thought today.   
     Apart of that, this book devotes a specific section to the parallel mani-
festations, both artistic and theoretical, that punctuated the event, while 
also offering a selection of arguments and reports that were developed 
by the “clinic” seminars that took place weeks before the public sessions.  
The reader will also find along the whole publication, views and fragments 
of Ricardo Basbaum’s commission for a Diagram of Sur-South-Sul that 
was the main intervention of the venue of the event, that gave sitac both a 
graphic identity and an object of collective reflection. Finally, rather than 
writing any conclusion of the event, the book includes as prologue the 
premise of the symposium as it was made available in advance to the par-
ticipants and printed in the program notes of the conference.
     I would like to express my gratitude to the Patronato de Arte 
Contemporáneo A.C., the organizing body of sitac, the institutions and in-
dividuals that sponsored it, the authorities and workers of the Tlatelolco 
Cultural Center of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, the vol-
unteers and collaborators who helped the activities, the translators, copy-
editors and designer of the publication, as well as to the speakers of the 
symposium, the participants in the clinics and, of course, the audience, 
for the collective passion that animated the project. I hope that, in going 
through the pages of this publication, the reader will be able to share into 
that enthusiasm. 
                Cuauhtémoc Medina
                Director of the vii sitac
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