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A DYNAMO OF VIOLENT STORIES:
READING THE FEMINICIDIOS OF CIUDAD JUAREZ AS NARRATIVES

Roberto Ponce-Cordero, Ph.D.

University of Pittsburgh, 2016

Over the past twenty-three years, several hundreds of women have been kidnapped, tortured
and murdered with absolute impunity in Ciudad Juédrez, an urban Moloch on the Mexican-
American border. Because of these crimes, the city has become a symbol for all of what is
wrong with globalization, transnational exploitation and the Latin American form of
masculine domination known as machismo. Terms like femicidios or feminicidios have been
coined in order to express that women, far from being this crime wave’s collateral damage,
are rather their specific target, and that their sex is the factor that gives this vortex of violence
its inner logic and coherence. For these crimes are, indeed, recurrently represented as a single
crime wave that follows, moreover, an adamant logic. A myriad of different truths about and
around that supposed logic has been elaborated by detectives, journalists, scholars, political
activists, state officers, artists, social workers, etc. Both the crimes and the search for their
logic have also appeared in prominent literary, musical, filmic and other cultural artifacts. My
dissertation takes these multiple truths and these artifacts and analyzes them equally as
narratives that are advanced to explain murderous violence against women and, in the
process, acquire a life of their own by virtue of competing with each other, variously
complementing each other, and being set in perpetual motion by a dynamo of violent stories
that gyrates around the female corpses on the ground, clouding the access to said corpses and
to the “facts” of their murders, ultimately constituting what I, throughout the text, will call the

discourse on Ciudad Judrez. The goal of this dissertation is to map out this discourse, to
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examine the ways in which different, often contradictory stories are mobilized within it and
obtain the status of “truth,” and to propose a perspective from which to look at the
feminicidios of Ciudad Judrez without succumbing to the temptation to look for easy answers
and for single, individual culprits and causes, coming to terms with the enormity and chaotic
nature of the social phenomenon being described and with its fundamentally ungraspable

character instead.
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I. INTRODUCTION:

THE TWILIGHT ZONE

It is a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity.

It is the middle ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition,
and it lies between the pit of man's fears and the summit of his knowledge.

This is the dimension of imagination. It is an area which we call the twilight zone.

Rod Serling (The Twilight Zone)'

Over the past twenty-three years, several hundreds of women have been kidnapped, tortured
and murdered with absolute impunity in Ciudad Judrez, an urban Moloch on the U.S.-
Mexican border in which the industries of drug traffic, illegal migration and maquila

production reign. Mainly because of these heinous crimes (albeit more recently also because

' This is the opening narration for every episode of season 1 (1959) of the legendary television series The
Twilight Zone, created —and narrated— by screenwriter Rod Serling. Not to be confused, here, with two later
versions of a lesser quality, which were broadcasted from 1985 to 1989 and from 2002 to 2003, nor with the
movie from 1983 with the same title, Serling’s The Twilight Zone, which lasted from 1959 to 1964, is generally
considered a highly influential classic for the genres of film, television, and literary science fiction, mystery, and
horror. We will come back to this series on page 5 of this introduction.



Ponce-Cordero

of the city’s role as the most prominent arena of the ongoing Mexican “war on drugs,” a
phenomenon which is otherwise related to the killings of women we are dealing with here),
Ciudad Juarez has become an international symbol for all that is wrong with globalization,
transnational exploitation and the Latin American form of masculine domination known as
machismo. Neologisms like femicidio and feminicidio have been coined, or at least
appropriated, to express that these crimes are so obviously misogynistic that to keep calling
them “female homicides” would amount to miss their point>. The point of the crimes, so to
speak, is that women are not a collateral damage, but rather their specific target, as well as
that their sex is the factor that gives this vortex of violence its inner logic, its center, its
coherence, for these murders have been recurrently portrayed as a single crime wave that
seems to follow, moreover, an adamant logic, in a style reminiscent of classic paranoia
narratives that attribute individual agency to collective conspiracies (Melley 10ff).
Historically, this has been the favored interpretative model for the killings, regardless of their
sheer abundance, which should instantly give reason to doubt a common origin, as well as
regardless of the fact that both their patterns of victimization and their modus operandi differ
significantly from case to case (Gutiérrez 65-66).

The thesis that suggests that there is a single phenomenon to talk about is, indeed, one
of the reasons why “the crimes of Ciudad Juarez” carry their mysterious aura and,
consequently, the reason why they have achieved such a worldwide celebrity, to the point that
most educated persons in the Western world are more or less aware of what the signifier “las
muertas de Juarez” (“the dead female of Juarez”) is supposed to refer to. After all, if we were
talking about random explosions of violence lacking any kind of common denominator and,

thus, lacking any coherence, the question about the fundamental meaning of the feminicidios,

* These terms, coined in the Anglo-American scholarly debate on violence against women but transferred to the
Latin American political discourse by feminist activists like Marcela Lagarde y los Rios, among others, are used
almost interchangeably to name the series of murders, but are not fully interchangeable; we will come back to
this later in this introduction, starting on p. 10.



Ponce-Cordero

which is the question about their ultimate explanation and “truth,” would be off the table.
Furthermore, and along with that question itself, the impetus for the resolution of the crimes
would vanish, at least among the general public that consumes news, since the attempt to
explain the murders would be perceived as an utterly futile enterprise from the outset. This is,
however, not the case; on the contrary, the search for answers and for the solution to the
enigma has been decisively fostered and led by a myriad of divergent narratives elaborated by
detectives, journalists, scholars, political activists, State officers, social workers, relatives of
the victims, writers, artists, producers of diverse cultural artifacts, etc. All these divergent and,
in fact, very often mutually exclusive narratives compete, on a discursive level, for the status
of the “truth.”

What has emerged from the coexistence of these narratives is a veritable dynamo of
stories that circulates around the corpses, giving the so-called crime wave, in the process, an
even more spectacular character. Paradoxically, the very proliferation of explanatory stories
that constitute this dynamo has the result, in turn, that it has become increasingly difficult, if
not even impossible, to establish what is happening in Ciudad Juarez at all, let alone who is
guilty.

Thus, the booming international drug business and post-Communist imperialism,
extreme Mexican machismo and the super-exploitation of workers, individual sexual
“deviations” or psychopathologies and social problems related to youth gangs, State
corruption and Satanism, pornography and racism, and licentiousness and organ trafficking,
among other very big categories, are recurrently invoked as possible explanations for the fact
that hundreds of women have been brutally killed and are being killed, even as we speak
(Dominguez-Ruvalcaba and Ravelo Blancas 133). In fact, it is not too farfetched to say that
this crime wave, as a spectacular event that elicits stories and is based on them, has acquired a

life of its own, a life whose energies quite literally stem from the proliferation of female
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corpses and, most importantly, from the proliferation of possible meanings these female
corpses are given by the narratives that are produced to explain them and to integrate them in
a more or less “senseful” world. Just like other famous unsolved historical mysteries that defy
logical explanation and that even seem to, in the words of the U.S.-American author Don
DelLillo, “[unravel] the sense of a coherent reality most of us shared” (“American Blood” 22),
like the assassination of John F. Kennedy”, the Tate/LaBianca murders, and everything related
to the “perverted” aspects of the German Nazi regime, the feminicidios have become an event
whose “real” core is now indistinguishable from the stories about it, and which can only be
approached, therefore, through a reading of those narratives and without any hope of getting
to the core mentioned above.

To put it differently, the phenomenon based on the huesos en el desierto, to use the
very popular title of Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez’ 2002 study on the subject, is neither simply
a “case” in the criminal sense of the term (a “whodunit” in which it were even possible to fix
guilt in a single person, or even in a single institution) nor a terrible political scandal or
further proof of gender inequality and State negligence in Mexico or, by extension, in Latin
America or the Global South. Although it is certainly both, to a certain extent, it is also much
more than any one of those options — which, effectively, means that it is none of them, or at
least that the phenomenon is by no means reducible to a single analytical category or to a
single origin (or to a simple arithmetical combination of social and cultural factors that
constitute an origin). Instead of being the spectacle of a certain — if still unknown — killer and
a collective victim in murderous interaction, then, the crime wave against the women of
Ciudad Juérez is a spectacle of stories produced around ostensibly —and, alas, actually—
disposable female bodies (Schmidt Camacho; Bales; Disposable Women). 1t is, to put it

otherwise, rather like a violent dynamo of narrative energies that emerge on several discursive

? This concrete historical event from November 22, 1963, is, incidentally, what Don DeLillo is referring to in the
aforequoted passage from his article “American Blood,” Rolling Stone, 8 December 1983, pp. 21-28.
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fields (political, literary, [mass/pop] cultural, journalistic, etc.) as stories that almost seem to
have been waiting to be bundled in order to create, in the words of the American investigator
Robert K. Ressler, and in a revealing allusion to the title of a popular, thought-provoking
television series of the science fiction, mystery, and horror genres, “a twilight zone”
(Gonzalez Rodriguez 14).

According to Lester H. Hunt®, the original Twilight Zone series, which was created
and narrated by screenwriter and producer Rod Serling, and which lasted from 1959 to 1964,
was “often quite consciously intended to provoke thought and argument about philosophical
issues and ideas, and [was] very effective at doing so” (1). Moreover, it treated issues that
included “those of skepticism in its various forms, the ethics of war and peace, the nature and
value of privacy and personal dignity, the nature and value of knowledge (and ignorance), the
nature of love, the objectivity of judgments of value, the nature of happiness, of freedom, and
of justice” (1). When one considers that, still according to Hunt, many episodes of the series
“committed spectacular violations of explanatory closure” and, “as everyone knows” (my
emphasis”), “include impossible events,” (1), as well as that the series as a whole “required a
generation of viewers to revise the expectations that guided them in interpreting and
appreciating narratives, and challenged them to think about fundamental issues” (2), one sees
that Ressler, perhaps unknowingly, was using a more precise metaphor than is at first
apparent when he defined the phenomenon of the feminicidios and their explanatory models
as a “twilight zone.” This twilight zone is, in fact, what I will call the discourse on Ciudad

Juarez.

* See Hunt, Lester H., “Introduction to Philosophy in The Twilight Zone.” Philosophy in The Twilight Zone,
edited by Lester H. Hunt and Néel Carroll, John Wiley & Sons, 2009, pp. 1-4.
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1.1. ADYNAMO OF VIOLENT STORIES:

FEMINICIDIO AND THE DISCOURSE ON CIUDAD JUAREZ

The goal of this dissertation is to analyze this discourse and read its different constitutive
parts equally as stories, mapping out the way in which they are mobilized by different texts
and cultural artifacts, as well as how they compete with each other, variously complement
each other, and accumulate on a narrative level. I maintain, first, that none of the versions
hitherto advanced to explain what is happening in Ciudad Juarez is by any means “truer” than
others. Second, I wish to emphasize how, from their very outset, the killings were interpreted
through the lens of mass/pop culture, culminating in their constitution as the single
spectacular crime wave of the feminicidios. Furthermore, and finally, I argue that to even ask
for the “actual” killers and their logic, while contributing to the creation of a sense of
community (most especially among the victims’ relatives and their supporters, whose
narratives and actions will also be taken into account as narratives here), ultimately helps to
give the dynamo of stories proliferating around these abject murders, for all its
mysteriousness and for all the legacy of human pain it refers to and leaves behind, the quality
of a minor, yet fairly profitable niche in an international market of paranoia narratives and
historic mysteries that will never be solved but, crucially, sell.

In other words, my dissertation aims to be a cultural studies-oriented analysis of the
discourse on Ciudad Juarez that has arisen around the feminicidios (and, increasingly, around
the war on drugs) and that has ended up converting even the city’s name into a signifier for
atrocious violence, hopelessness and desolation. Indeed, my dissertation offers to place all
classes of narratives on and around the feminicidios (official reports, journalistic articles,

testimonios, movies, prose fiction, song lyrics, historical accounts, and scholarly work from
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different disciplines) into dialogue without, however, establishing a priori hierarchies, as well
as without a priori conceding a “truer” (or “untruer”) character to any one of them. In this
way, I attempt to outline a critical map of these discursive formations in order not to solve the
puzzle, as it were, but rather to highlight the changing, contradictory, uncertain, and
necessarily incomplete nature of that puzzle. I suggest, in fact, that there is no puzzle for us to
resolve at all, in a sense, and thus no possibility of a complete discursive map, and propose
the New Historicist notion of historical and social phenomena instead, which imagines those
phenomena less as events than as textual holograms that are visible and have actual influence
on the world but virtually are not there (Veeser xiii; Palmer 2-6). Thus, history (or reality) is
not a concrete “thing” in the world that can be grasped by a viewer, but rather an ever-
changing, always already irregular formation with multiple dimensions, layers, and subtexts,
as well as with a multiplicity of levels of interpretation. Moreover, the hologram of history (or
of reality) looks differently from different angles or viewing positions and can never be
accurately described from a single one. A hypothetical sum of all possible viewing positions
cannot accomplish this goal of describing the hologram in full, either, since the process of
going from one position to the other, if it is at all possible, modifies the hologram in the first
place. This means that, perhaps more crucially, the notion of the hologram emphasizes the
fact that discursive formations are not stable but decisively change depending on their
viewer’s situation, or on the situation of “the gendered reader, understood both as a historical
figure and as a historied figure” (Dimock 622). To put it in Hayden White’s words’, “we
require a history that will educate us to discontinuity more than ever before; for discontinuity,
disruption, and chaos is our lot ... [history] will be lived better if it has no single meaning but

many different ones” (50).

> See White, Hayden. Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism. Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978.
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Furthermore, I plan to explore two critical implications that emerge from this
conceptualization. On the one hand, I will first read the undeniably existing desire to explain
the crime wave and make sense of it by reading that desire in the terms of a certain
postmodern “sense of reality suspended” (Miller 14ff) which ultimately leads to the
construction of numerous official and alternative truths (O’Donnell). The economic, political,
and cultural changes of the last fifty years, together with concomitant discursive shifts and
new subjectivities in the making, have led, all over the Western world, including Latin
America, to a situation in which the premises of reality as a self-evident “fact” have been
called into question, not only in academia (although clearly and most radically in that realm,
too), but also in the general discourse. To put it simply, the world is too complex, and too
uncertain, to comprehend, and historical experience seems to show that governments and
intellectual elites cannot be trusted to rule it or to explain it disinterestedly, so that the impulse
to create alternative narratives that offer manageable answers to ungraspable phenomena or
problems and, thus, help to make sense of it all again is ever latent and perhaps progressively
more so (Melley). On the other hand, and consequently, I will develop the idea that what has
emerged around the feminicidios is nothing less than a niche product for an international
market of horror and paranoia that deals with cultural artifacts, objects and affects for mass
consumption.

Overall, my approach should be a step towards the goal of taking the case of Ciudad
Juarez out of the reductionist sociological, criminological realm (the academic “whodunit”) it
has heretofore almost exclusively been confined to, and putting it under the scrutiny of
cultural studies in order to answer the following questions: How did this otherwise non-
spectacular border town come to stand as a signifier for violence to people in Latin America
and around the world, as shown by ominous references all over the discursive fields on which

the narratives we are studying operate? What kind of narrative gravity, if any, holds the
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dynamo of stories that constitute the discourse on Ciudad Juarez together, and why? How do
these stories get constructed as “truths” or dismissed as not being “true”? And what is it with
Ciudad Juérez that it is so often regarded as being a foreshadowing of our collective, and
indeed global, future? After all, one of the foundational texts of the discourse, Charles
Bowden’s very popular journalistic account of life in Ciudad Judrez from 1998 (which even
includes a preface by Noam Chomsky and an afterword by Eduardo Galeano) is significantly
titled Judrez: The Laboratory of Our Future. And, in her 2009 book, Liberalism at Its Limits:
Crime and Terror in the Latin American Cultural Text (which will be discussed in chapter IV

of this dissertation), lleana Rodriguez writes:

The number of articles, books, films, pictures, paintings, and theatrical
productions concerning the women assassinated in Ciudad Juarez grows steadily.
This is due not only to the bemusing and menacing nature of this massive event
that bewilders scholars but also to the intuition that it constitutes a symptom of
overriding importance of events to come and constitutes one of the patterns of

governmentality in the postmodern world. (175)

In order to tackle the aforementioned questions and be able to read the feminicidios as
constitutive narratives of the discourse on Ciudad Juérez, I intend to proceed step-wise,
dedicating each individual section of my dissertation to a different sub-set of stories and
elaborating, in the process, a sort of typology of discursive fields on which competing
versions of the truth interact and end up creating a kind of “sense.” This is, in my opinion, the
best way to approach the phenomenon of the feminicidios as the holographic, narrative

construction [ maintain it is.
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I will therefore divide the text in five separate chapters and a final conclusion, all of
which will be announced and shortly explained at the end of this introduction. However,
before setting into each chapter, I will briefly discuss two topics that are relevant for a
contextualization of the discourse on Ciudad Judrez, namely the concept of feminicidio itself
and the peculiar system of production imposed by a decades-long history of transnational
capitalism called the maquiladora. Then, I will address more extensively what I mean by
“discourse” when I speak of “the discourse on Ciudad Juarez” and, more importantly, I will
explain why a discursive analysis like the one I offer in my dissertation does not amount to
implying that violence against women, or any other violence for that matter, is nothing but a
discursive effect. Finally, I will attempt to balance out the need to aim for a certain
completeness, given the scholarly genre of the doctoral dissertation, and the impossibility of
achieving anything remotely close to it, if only because I maintain that the discourse on
Ciudad Juérez is an ever-changing, contradictory dynamo of innumerable narratives that can

only be glimpsed at from certain positions but never be fully grasped.

1.2. SEARCHING FOR WORDS TO NAME THE UNSPEAKABLE:

ON THE TERM FEMINICIDIO

Even though it is now associated mostly with Latin America, and most especially with Ciudad
Juarez (“Feminist Keys for Understanding Feminicide” xv), the term femicidio was not coined

in Spanish but in English. Perhaps surprisingly, the first time that it was used, at all, albeit in a

10
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jokingly way, was in an obscure book from 1801 titled 4 Satyrical View of London, written by
a John Corry (Mujica and Tuesta 172). As an analytic term trying to grasp with the
specificities of murderous violence against women as the most destructive expression of
patriarchal oppression, though, the term coalesced in the field of gender studies in 1992, only
one year before the crime wave of Ciudad Juarez began, when feminist scholars Diana E.H.
Russell and Jill Radford edited a book called Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing, but it
had been making the rounds, in the feminist discourse of the United States, since the 1970s
(“Preface to Femicide” xiv). To quote a very condensed, and very influential, definition of the
term, we can turn to Russell herself, who, in her 2001 article, “Defining Femicide and Related
Concepts” (itself part of a book edited by her and by Robert A. Harmes and called Femicide
in Global Perspective), defined it as follows: “the murder of women and girls because they
are female” (15).

Interestingly, then, the term is born in an Anglo Saxon context but, pretty quickly, it
gets translated into Spanish and, in the process, it gets adapted and radicalized. From the

1980s on, indeed, the preferred translation of the term in Spanish has been feminicidio:

In the Latin American setting, the first documented use of the concept feminicidio
is in the Dominican Republic, where during the 1980s feminist activists and
women’s groups used the term in their campaigns to end violence against women
in the region ... Marcela Lagarde first introduced the term into academe in 1987
... Around the same time, the sociologist Julia Monarrez Fragoso used the term
feminicidio to describe the sexual murders of women and girls first observed and
documented in 1993 in the Mexico-U.S. border region of Ciudad Juarez by Esther
Chavez Cano, the women’s rights activist and founder of the city’s first rape crisis

center. Others, such as the scholars Ana Carcedo Cabafias and Montserrat Sagot

11



Ponce-Cordero

of Costa Rica and Hila Morales of Guatemala, prefer the concept femicidio to
describe the misogynist murder of women. These feminist theoretical and political
thinkers from Latin America used feminicidio/femicidio to represent murders in

non-war settings ... (Fregoso and Bejarano 5-6)

But what is behind the difference between this two terms, what does that single
syllable suggest? Already in their original usage, both the English femicide and the Spanish
femicidio were meant to go beyond the simple designation of a crime and to point at the
political implications of gender violence. Diana E.H. Russell and Jane Caputi, for instance, in
their article, “Femicide: Sexist Terrorism against Women,” published in Russell and
Radford’s seminal 1992 book, put it on a “continuum” of violent expressions of a “femicidal

culture” that is, for all intents and purposes, patriarchy:

Femicide is on the extreme end of a continuum of antifemale terror that includes a
wide variety of verbal and physical abuse, such as rape, torture, sexual slavery
(particularly in prostitution), incestuous and extrafamilial child sexual abuse,
physical and emotional battery, sexual harassment (on the phone, in the streets, at
the office, and in the classroom), genital mutilation (clitoridectomies, excision,
infabulations), unnecessary gynecological operations (gratuituous
hysterectomies), forced heterosexuality, forced sterilization, forced motherhood
(by criminalizing contraception and abortion), psychosurgery, denial of food to
women in some cultures, cosmetic surgery, and other mutilations in the name of
beaufication. Whenever these forms of terrorism result in death, they become

femicides. (15)
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Nevertheless, Mexican activist and feminist scholar Marcela Lagarde y Los Rios has
pretty effectively argued that the term femicidio is simply the binary opposition of homicidio
and thus a mainly criminological concept that lacks the political charge that feminicidio has,
due to its supposed resonances with the more sociological and historical concept of genocidio.
Therefore, she suggests (she has been suggesting for decades, indeed), the appropriate term to

use is feminicidio:

I proposed to analyze the crimes against women and girls through a feminist lens
and to define them as feminicide. The category and theory of feminicide emerge
from feminist theory through the works of Diana Russell and Jill Radford. I based
my own analysis on their theoretical and empirical work as elaborated in their
volume Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing (1992). The translation for
femicide is femicidio ... In Spanish, femicidio is homologous to homicide and
solely means the homicide of women. For this reason, I preferred feminicidio in
order to differentiate from femicidio and to name the ensemble of violations of
women’s human rights, which contain the crimes against and the disappearances
of women. I proposed that all these be considered as “crimes against humanity.”
Feminicide is genocide against women, and it occurs when the historical
conditions generate social practices that allow for violent attempts against the
integrity, health, liberties, and lives of girls and women. (“Feminist Keys for

Understanding Feminicide” xv-xvi)

Thus, the use of feminicidio instead of femicidio is in itself a political choice that seeks

to frame these crimes even more firmly in the social conditions allowed by a power structure

in which violence is not distributed evenly and in which women, as a human population and
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also almost universally as individuals, have historically been victimized in some form or the
other (remember the “continuum” described by Russell and Caputi). To quote Fregoso and

Bejarano:

We define feminicide as the murders of women and girls founded on a gender
power structure. Second, feminicide is gender-based violence that is both public
and private, implicating both the state (directly or indirectly) and individual
perpetrators (private or state actors); it thus encompasses systematic, widespread,
and everyday interpersonal violence. Third, feminicide is systemic violence
rooted in social, political, economic, and cultural inequalities. In this sense, the
focus of our analysis is not just on gender but also on the intersection of gender
dynamics with the cruelties of racism and economic injustices in local as well as

global contexts. (5)

Feminicidio is, then, and regardless of the fact that femicide had political implications
already, a more precise term and, moreover, “an empowered term” (Bueno-Hansen 292).
Since it also grasps subtle (or unsubtle) intersections between gender and other categories of
separation or oppression (race, class, age, etc.), as well as both violence perpetrated by
individuals and violence perpetrated by the State, it is a more useful term when discussing the
discourse on Ciudad Juarez, which involves a dynamo of stories and a multiplicity of voices,
actors, theories, and alleged culprits. It will be used accordingly throughout this dissertation.
And it will be used in Spanish: first of all, because of the geographic region the study is about,
and secondly, because it is precisely in Latin America —and, more particularly, in Mexico—
where the concept took this special, more radical turn (Fregoso and Bejarano 9), so that the

language in which this spin took place should be maintained, too.
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There are two more reasons that justify the use of the term feminicidio in this
dissertation instead of femicidio. On the one hand, the history of translation, modification and
radicalization that was briefly outlined in the previous paragraphs makes the term, in all its
instability and in all its internationality (it is, after all, “still under construction” and it is
“adapted [differently] into each sociopolitical and historic context” [Bueno-Hansen 295]), a
prototypical, hybrid Latin American one, as explained by Fregoso and Bejarano in the

following passage:

[O]ur translation of feminicidio into feminicide rather than femicide is designed to
reverse the hierarchies of knowledge and challenge claims about unidirectional
(North-to-South) flows of traveling theory. Based on a decade of working on the
issue, both of us have witnessed the back and forth of theory making and political
practices that inform our current understanding of feminicide and the ways in
which the concept has changed and evolved as its thinking traveled South, where
other circumstances shape the experience of gender-based violence against
women. Our cartography of feminicide proposes a reconfiguration of knowledge
hierarchies that contests the notion of seamless translation — that is, the idea that
Latin American feminists have merely appropriated theories from feminists of the
global North without modifying or advancing new meanings in response to local
contexts. Rather, in the process of borrowing the concept and adapting it to local
circumstances, we have generated new understandings about feminicide. The
concept of feminicide thus highlights the “local histories” of theoretical reflection
on the part of Latin American, Latina, and U.S.-based researchers; human rights
and gender-justice advocates; witness-survivors, and legal scholars as we came

into contact with bodies of knowledge elaborated elsewhere. (5)

15



Ponce-Cordero

It is with the intention of honoring these local actors from Ciudad Juarez itself, from
Mexico more generally, and from Latin America as a whole, that I prefer to use that term.
Moreover, and perhaps even more importantly, it is not a matter of choice anymore: All over
Latin America, and indeed in the whole Spanish-speaking world, the term feminicidio is now
the preferred one both in the academic and in the legal contexts (with some notable
exceptions; in Ecuador, for instance, the crime that was typified in the Cédigo Orgéanico
Integral Penal of 2014 is called femicidio), to the point that the Real Academia Espafiola de la
Lengua officially incorporated feminicidio, and not femicidio, into its dictionary in 2014
(Panadés n.pag.). Even if there where no other reasons to use it, then (and there are, as I tried
to show in the paragraphs above), that would be reason enough. Feminicidio is, simply put,
now the accepted concept with which to name the crimes that make up the basis of the

discourse on Ciudad Juarez.

1.3. THE MAQUILADORA MURDERS:

A SYSTEM OF PRODUCTION AND DESTRUCTION OF FEMALE LIVES

Another part of the discourse on Ciudad Juérez that seems to be almost universally accepted
as a fundamental factor for the existence of the crime wave itself and for the proliferation of
feminicidios is not so much a concept, although it is also that, but rather a system of

production: the talk is of the maquiladora. It is hard to exaggerate how embedded this system
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is in the stories of the dynamo and in the general narrative of a city transformed by
transnational exploitation and by ruthless capitalism gone mad. Thus, the killings themselves
were called “The Maquiladora Murders,” in the 1990s (“The Maquiladora Murders” 10-16;
“Feminicidio: The ‘Black Legend’ 5; Arriola 25) and, sometimes, they still are (Pantaleo
349). For their part, their “victims are also called ‘maqui-locas,” assumed to be maquiladora
workers living la vida loca, or una vida doble, of a border metropolis, coded language for
prostitution” (“Feminicidio: The ‘Black Legend’” 3), even though, as Elvia R. Arriola points
out: “the reference to ‘maquiladora murders’ is a misnomer; not all victims have been workers
for the vast number of American companies lining the two thousand-mile border that secures
an interdependent economic bond between the United States and Mexico” (26)°. Regardless,
the maquiladora system permeates every facet of life in Ciudad Judrez and, in that way,
cannot but be linked to the phenomenon of the feminicidios; in the academic literature on it,
as well as in the journalistic reports, they are in fact inextricable, to the point that Mercedes
Olivera, for example, can define feminicidio as “a direct expression of the structural violence
of the neoliberal social system” (50)’. According to the discourse, then, feminicidio in Ciudad
Juarez is not just murderous violence against women that is framed in a power structure that is
based on the oppression of women, but in a more specific one that is based on that oppression
as mediated by “the neoliberal social system” which, at the U.S.-Mexico border, manifests
itself in the system of the maquiladora.

But what is a maquiladora? In an article that has exactly that question as its title,
Aureliano Gonzalez Baz defines it as a Mexican corporation which operates under a special

program approved by the State and which can therefore be financed by “foreign investment

% See Arriola, Elvia R. “Accountability for Murder in the Maquiladoras: Linking Corporate Indifference to
Gender Violence at the U.S.-Mexico Border.” Making a Killing: Femicide, Free Trade, and La Frontera, edited
by Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Georgina Guzman, University of Texas Press, 2010, pp. 25-61.

7 See Olivera, Mercedes. “Violencia Feminicida: Violence Against Women and Mexico’s Structural Crisis.”
Terrorizing Women: Feminicide in the Américas, edited by Rosa-Linda Fregoso and Cynthia Bejarano, Duke
University Press, 2010, pp. 49-58.
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participation in the capital —and in management— of up to 100% without need of any special
authorization,” as well as which gives said corporation “special custom treatment, alloving
duty free temporary import of machinery, equipment, parts and materials,” etc. (n.pag.)®
Deborah M. Weissman goes into the roots of this peculiar system of production and
shows that it goes back to at least 1964, when the Programa Nacional Fronterizo was
launched in order to stimulate the economy of the northern Mexican border (809)°. The
opening of free trade zones for companies and financial actors from the United States (and, to
a lesser degree, from other countries, like Canada, Germany, etc.) however, led to an
imbalance that kept increasing to the benefit of foreign capital and to the detriment of local

populations and social networks:

In the 1980s, the maquilas expanded dramatically as economic crisis prevented
México from paying interest on its external debt. The debt also caused México to
introduce classical structural adjustment programs: the public sector contracted,
banks and state industries were privatized, wages were frozen, tariffs and
investment restrictions were eliminated, and industries were deregulated in
accordance with the dictates of international lending agencies. Mé¢éxico’s
communal land grants that once served as family farming structures were

restructured, thereby setting the stage for privatization of family farms and

¥ According to Gonzalez Baz, the products of the maquiladora are usually exported through other maquiladoras,
creating a web that dominates the region where the program is implemented. Besides, it is important to
understand that, while many of the maquiladoras are dedicated to manufacture, others assemble parts imported
from other countries, or take care of phases of manufacturing that are completed by other maquiladoras or in
other parts of the world. The legistation that norms the operation of this program is the “Decree for Development
and Operation of the Maquiladora Industry,” emitted in 1989, i.e. only four years before the start of the crime
wave. See Gonzalez Baz, Aureliano. “What is a Maquiladora? Manufacturing in Mexico: The Mexican in-bond
(Magquila) program.” Mexconnect, 16 February 2007, www.mexconnect.com/articles/8-what-is-a-maquiladora-
manufacturing-in-mexico-the-mexican-in-bond-maquila-program. Accessed 25 September 2016.

’ See Weissman, Deborah M. “The Political Economy of Violence: Toward an Understanding of the Gender-
Based Murders of Ciudad Juarez.” North Carolina Journal of International Law and Commercial Regulation,
vol. 30, no. 795, 2004-2005, pp. 795-867.
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buyouts by private interests. As a result, maquilas assumed an increasingly
strategic place in the Mexican economy. Mexicans migrated from the south,
displaced by the changes in land tenure forms, and crowded along the U.S.-
Mexican border areas in search of employment, thereby assuring the maquilas a

reserve of workers. (810)

This process of pauperization and concentration of capital in ever fewer hands was not
reversed with the signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which
entered into force less than one year after the beginning of the crime wave, on January 1,
1994, of course; if anything, the process was intensified and its main outlines were set in
stone, so that foreign capital could hire (and consume) cheap labor with increasing freedom
(and impunity) at the maquiladoras: “Establecidas sin reglas y obligaciones claras, las
magquiladoras llegan ‘subitamente’ y pueden irse sin siquiera decir adids a sus desprotegidos
trabajadores” (Gutiérrez Castaneda 78). Moreover, it is not “sus desprotegidos trabajadores”
but “sus desprotegidas trabajadoras” who almost always get that “goodbye”: For reasons first
examined by Norma Iglesias Prieto, the maquiladora system prefers women as employees:
“De manera singular, en los paises subdesarrollados se encuentra mano de obra femenina en
abundancia, mas barata que la masculina y con atributos sociales que permiten ejercer sobre
ella mayor control” (16)'°. Or, to quote Arriola on the subject, international —but mainly U.S.-
American— firms relocating to Northern Mexico prefer women as workers because of models
of femininity and of the working female that seem to belong to the 19™ century but are
prevalent as “a hybrid of stereotypes based on sex, race, and class” in Juarez today, where
“women were seen as ideal workers because their smaller hands and fingers could better

assemble the tiny parts of export goods” and because they were allegedly “not only more

' See her seminal study of working conditions for women in Northern Mexico: Iglesias Prieto, Norma. La flor
mas bella de la maquiladora: Historias de vida de la mujer obrera en Tijuana, B.C.N. Secretaria de Educacion
Publica, 1985.
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docile and passive than Mexican men, but submissive, easily trainable, and unlikely to pose
problems with union organizing” (31).

Lest it is not clear that this liberalization meant, on the one hand, work for hundreds of
thousands or millions of women, but also, on the other hand, horrible working conditions, I
will borrow a passage from Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s in which she summarizes some of those

conditions:

Not all of them are sixteen, the legal working age; the only documents needed to
apply for a factory job are a grade school diploma and a birth certificate — both of
which can and are falsified by girls as young as twelve who are desperate for
work. Indeed, hundreds of young women arrive daily from remote areas in
Mexico and Central America, not prepared for the dangers of border life or the
tragic exploitation that awaits them at work: slave wages; ten-to-twelve-hour
shifts on their feet; working conditions that include dangerous levels of noise
pollution, toxic fumes, and sexual harassment by management; manic production
schedules and the constant threat of dismissal for not meeting quotas, for being
late, for getting pregnant; demeaning beauty pageants disguised as work
incentives and morale boosters; pregnancy testing at the time of hiring; enforced
birth control through pill or injection or Norplant implants; and the strict
monitoring of their reproductive cycles through monthly menstruation checks.

(64)11

"' See Gaspar de Alba, Alicia. “Poor Brown Female: The Miller’s Compensation for ‘Free’ Trade.” Making a
Killing: Femicide, Free Trade, and La Frontera, edited by Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Georgina Guzman,
University of Texas Press, 2010, pp. 63-93.
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This was especially true in Ciudad Judrez, an urban Moloch with a population of over
one million habitants (it is the fifth largest city of Mexico) and located at the border to the
United States, which makes it a hub of transnational legal and illegal migration, drug
trafficking, business-making under the maquiladora model, etc. Deborah M. Weissman

explains:

As the city with the largest concentration of magquilas, Cd. Juarez has been
described as the country’s “economic powerhouse.” In this instance, location is
everything. Situated along the northern frontier, Cd. Judrez serves as a repository

of cheap labor able to produce and transport goods on demand. (810-11)

It is in this location that the feminicidios take place and it is this location that builds
the material basis for the discourse on Ciudad Juarez. Why Ciudad Juarez, though? Why not
other Mexican cities or other places on Earth, for that matter? I will try to answer this
question in the following chapters of the dissertation and point clues to an answer, even
though it ultimately does not have one.

In her 2003 article, “Baile de fantasmas en Ciudad Juarez al final/principio del
milenio,” however, Maria Socorro Tabuenca Cérdoba argues that the reason for the alleged
excessiveness of the phenomenon of the feminicidios in Ciudad Juérez is due to the contrast
between the role women played in society before the maquiladora arrived to the region and
the role they started playing afterward. According to her (and to other scholars of the
feminicidios, like Julia Monarrez Fragoso or Rita Laura Segato), this contrast is more
pronounced in Ciudad Juarez than in other towns at the U.S.-Mexican border because, in her

account, female roles where solidly established before the advent of the maquiladoras, and the

21



Ponce-Cordero

urban spaces in which female subjects circulated were clearly delineated, too. Then, in 1965,

according to Tabuenca Cordoba:

[L]a ciudad se empezd a poblar de otras subjetividades: mujeres que se
incorporaban a la vida productiva de la ciudad y del pais. Con su llegada masiva
se dio un fenémeno singular en el discurso de la gente: a la maquila se la veia
como “salvadora” pues sacaba a las mujeres del cabaret, pero a la vez, se creaba el
estereotipo de la obrera de maquiladora como mujer de dudosa reputacion sobre
todo en el caso de las llamadas “madres solteras” ... Esta transgresion de los
espacios y de las costumbres por parte de las mujeres obreras ha sido
determinante para que el discurso hegemonico haya evadido y continte evadiendo
su reponsabilidad ante la ineficacia de resolver y detener los crimenes contra

mujeres en Ciudad Judrez. (413)

Needless to say, this quote is well-intentioned, in the sense that Tabuenca Cordoba is a
prominent actor of the feminist debate on the feminicidios and in fact is an activist at the local
level, but it is also a highly biased quote that rather spectacularly reveals the regressive
mentality from which a large part of the discourse on Judrez is constituted: it is as if the
horrors of feminicidio, i.e. of patriarchy running amok, were to make us miss traditional
patriarchy, which supposedly “at least” did not exterminate women! Alas, this way of framing
the issue, which is seldom explicit (perhaps it is not even conscious), is more pervasive than
one could think'”. In fact, many authors make the relationship between this new role of

women in society and misogynistic violence even more explicit, like Rocio Galicia does when

'2 See chapter 3 of this dissertation for examples of how this particular, ultimately reactionary narrative finds a
place even in the academic discourse on feminicidio, as well as chapter 4 for an extended discussion of “Las
mujeres de Juarez,” a song by Los Tigres del Norte that is a clearcut example of this way of looking at and of
representing the crime wave in popular culture.
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she says that family relationships were substantially modified when women accessed the work
market, which also led to access to spaces of public entertainment that were traditionally
male-only, ending in the reprobation of a “cultura androcéntrica como la mexicana” (28)".
And this reprobation, in its ultimate expression, and still according to Galicia, leads to
feminicidio, the backlash of a masculine order disjointed by the maquiladoras and determined
to violently regain its position of power in a fundamentally changed context.

Is it not contradictory, then, that the maquiladora has also emerged, in the popular
imagination, as the Kkiller itself, either in the form of the alleged millionaire “juniors” who
murder women “for sport”, in the form of the employers of dubious suspects like Abdul Latif
Sharif or Los Choferes (see chapter II), or in the form of an industry that destroys female
bodies and lives? Alicia Gaspar de Alba, for instance, reflects on the etymology of the word
“maquiladora” and concludes that destroyed female lives are not merely the collateral damage

of this particularly perfidious system of production, but a fundamental part of it:

If a maquiladora is the factory where the miller (the multinational corporations
that own the twin-plant industry) grinds the wheat, and if the wheat represents the
poor brown female labor force that is ground down, exploited, and discarded, are
the murdered women and girls of Juarez the maquila, or miller’s compensation —
the extra ounce of revenue in a system that already profits in the billions? Or are
they simply the price that Mexico (the farmer) is paying for the privilege of free

trade? (“Poor Brown Female” 91)

Therefore, she concludes that “no matter who the actual killers are, multinational

corporations through the maquiladora industry are making a killing from the globalization of

1 See Galicia, Rocio. “Memorias de duelo.” Hotel Judrez: Dramaturgia de feminicidios, edited by Enrique
Mijares, et al., Universidad Juarez del Estado de Durango , 2008, pp. 19-60.
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poor brown female labor,” as well as that “the North American Free Trade Agreement has
created an epidemic of sexual terrorism and misogynist violence on the border” (“Poor Brown
Female” 85). This is, I argue, discourse in the making, regardless of the logical jumps that
have to be made in order to pinpoint culprits: Because of their utmost importance in the social
and economic life of Ciudad Juérez, there is a sense that the maquiladoras have fto be
somehow responsible for the feminicidios, either directly or indirectly, either as disrupters of
an order and triggers of violence or as violent order-makers themselves, either as abstract
structures and social forces or as corporations managed by actual serial killers and murderous
perverts. Stories emerge and start spinning. One of the constitutive elements of the discourse
on Ciudad Juérez, almost a sine qua non, generates: the maquiladora is involved. These are

“The Maquiladora Murders” indeed.

1.4. CREATING WHAT WE STUDY: TRUTH AND ITS DISCOURSES

I contend that the stories that have proliferated about the feminicidios of Ciudad Juarez have
acquired a life of their own and exist, now, on a discursive level that is quite separate from the
corpses on the ground, i.e. from the facts of the crime wave. Furthermore, I argue that the
different, often even contradictory or mutually exclusive stories compete for the status of
“truth” but nevertheless can be grouped in a dynamo of stories that I call the discourse on

Ciudad Juarez. In this, I am referring to Michel Foucault’s famous definition of discourse:
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We shall call discourse a group of statements in so far as they belong to the same
discursive formation ... [Discourse] is made up of a limited number of statements
for which a group of conditions of existence can be defined. Discourse in this
sense is not an ideal, timeless form ... it is, from beginning to end, historical — a
fragment of history ... posing its own limits, its divisions, its transformations, the

specific modes of its temporality. (The Archeology of Knowledge 117)

Thus, neither am I interested in grasping, nor do I think it is possible to grasp
anymore, the “truth” about the feminicidios of Ciudad Juarez. History is, as I have argued
above, to be understood as a hologram, inevitably fragmented and ever-changing, a chaotic
formation that only acquires contours and meaning through observation from a certain
position and that, crucially, does never look the same from another one: it can never truly be
grasped in its totality, since there is no such totality. Moreover, there is no transparent
reflection of reality or knowledge devoid of power; in a word, truth is itself a social,
discursive construction, and there is no place outside of discourse from which to gain access
to some kind of transcendent truth, no matter how much modern thought insists on the
possibility of revealing the truth through inquiry (“Truth and Juridical Forms™ 40ff): to put it
simply, the truth is not out there. Representation is inescapable and, for that matter, it is all
there is, and it is all that matters. What we pretend to study is not actually there but something
we are constituting by the very process of studying it: that is discourse at work, in my own
definition, and its results are not truths but merely truth effects that have a huge influence on
social life and practices but, fundamentally, are not truer than other possible truths. In the
words of Lawrence Grossberg, synthetizing the notoriously non-synthetic Foucault in his

1997 book, Bringing it All Back Home: Essays on Cultural Studies:
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In particular, Foucault’s concern thus far is with the existence or nonexistence of
the discursive event “within the true,” that is, with the fact that some discursive
events produce “truth effects.” ... Truth effects are not a measure of
epistemological validity; they rather describe the inclusion and exclusion of
concrete discursive facts from exerting particular effects. It is, then, a question of
power — of the power of some discourses that we describe as true, and of the
power of contexts to determine which events have such power ... Foucault’s

project, then, is to explore the “political history of the production of truth” ... (93)

My own project is somehow similar, albeit, of course, more modest. In the following
sections of this dissertation, I intend to read several of the most influential stories on the
feminicidios of Ciudad Juarez and trace the ways in which they pretend to be true, in
opposition to, or in intersection with, other stories that also pretend to be true. I will read the
feminicidios, then, as narratives whose “truth effect” is determined in a constant competition
with other narratives of the dynamo (the discourse on Ciudad Juérez) by instances of power
that are not necessarily related to agencies of political or economic power but also, as in the
case of the scholarly and literary stories (chapters IV and VI of this dissertation, respectively),
sometimes to places assumed to be full of cultural or symbolic power, as well.

Is the approach I am undertaking, by studying different stories being set in motion by
the dynamo, a detached academic representation of a heinous “reality” that, moreover, and
because of my rather poststructuralist theoretical framework (they are part of “discursive
formations” and do not represent the “truth”), ultimately renders violence against women, and
even feminicidio, nothing but a discursive effect? This is a question I am still trying to answer
and, in fact, it is a question that I do not think can be completely settled, but the attempts

themselves can lead to productive reflections on the nature of discourses as related to reality,
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as well as on the ethical role of the scholar in her (in this case in my) social and political
context. Let me start trying to answer the question, then, by telling two different anecdotes.

I remember how, lots of years ago, I went to listen to a friend of mine who was
presenting his thesis in progress at a relatively well attended conference at the University of
Hamburg in Germany. His topic was, if not the most original, quite interesting nonetheless: he
attempted to analyze the discourses on AIDS that emerged during the 1980s in the United
States in order to show how models of perversion related to vampirism —going all the way
back to the 18" and 19" centuries— profoundly shaped those discourses and, thus, the way the
epidemic could even be thought about at the time and, at least partially, today. Had this been a
student trying to get his degree in Literature, this would probably have been considered a
slightly eccentric project (too Foucaultian), but it would not have been especially polemical.
The problem was that this was a student of History, a field that in Germany, and to a certain
extent also in the United States, is dominated by social historians for whom Foucault’s
methods are anathema and who really believe in the idea of representing the past as it was,
revealing exactly how social divisions were created by the “dominant classes” and, crucially,
how this recurrently led to both horrible suffering and explosions of resistance and revolution.
Not unexpectedly, some of the attending professors were literally appalled by my friend’s
approach to History as discourse history, and massively attacked him during the discussion
round for “ignoring all the human pain” and for “not taking into account the relevant scientific
work on AIDS,” which demonstrated, in their opinion, that there was an epidemic called
AIDS and that some people belonged to risk groups, so that any considerations of the
discursive construction of those facts literally amounted to “mock the victims.” Needless to
say, my friend tried to explain that he did not believe that AIDS did not “exist,” but it is

difficult to even try to discuss anything after one has been accused of “ignoring pain.”
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Some years later, while I was studying in the United States, I presented a paper on the
feminicidios of Ciudad Juarez at a graduate student conference at Rutgers University (it was a
very early version of this project, in a way). I probably emphasized too much the paranoid
aspect of the narratives about violence against women without including a disclaimer of sorts,
i.e. without explicitly saying that I, of course, know that people are being killed and that this
is a terrible thing. I guess I thought that it went without saying: after all, who would seriously
deny the existence of violence in this world and, more particularly, the fundamental inequality
that makes living conditions for women worse than those for men not only in Mexico but
perhaps almost everywhere else? I thought, somewhat naively, that my interest in this
concrete topic was already a testament of that. One person from the public asked me to clarify
my position and to explain why I chose to portray these crimes as narrative/media
phenomena, as well as what I meant when I said that these narratives do not refer to “actual”
events anymore but only to themselves. I tried to do it and had the impression that more or
less succeeded (which was confirmed later by the person who asked the question, a graduate
student from California who was working on Lourdes Portillo’s documentary Seriorita
extraviada [2002]). However, a fellow participant at my panel, who — regardless of the fact
that his talk had been on a completely different issue — had been quite visibly shocked by
what I had presented, allowed himself to intervene and said that, even though he knew the
question was not directed at him, and even though he did not know a lot about Ciudad Judrez,
it was his moral obligation (I paraphrase almost exactly) to say that “deconstruction” is great,
“discourse” is great, but in the end those fancy intellectual words are too often used to deny
reality and, thus, avoid engaging in social struggle. He even went on to explain that the
“good” intellectual examples for everyone were not the poststructuralists but Edward Said and
Jean-Paul Sartre. The latter, he said (he was a really eloquent man!), was on the streets of

Paris on May 1968, distributing leaflets and fighting the power, while Jacques Derrida was
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sitting somewhere, thinking about how there is no signified at all. Ultimately, he finished, this
kind of fashionable intellectual exercise was not only egoistic, ignorant and useless, but it was
tantamount to complicity with violence. Again, I tried to defend myself but it is difficult to
talk with people who think that one is an accomplice of violence because of a certain
theoretical approach.

The reason why I thought that these anecdotes were pertinent is that, to a certain
degree, should my dissertation be susceptible of criticism for maybe rendering violence
against women nothing but a discursive effect, it would be due to a version of these same
critiques. And perhaps the best way of answering this is to ask back: What, if anything, is the
problem with discussing violence as “a discursive effect”? To put it a little differently, I argue
that it is not only not wrong but important to conceive the social practice of violence as part of
shifting discourses that make it possible for it to be performed, as well as that condition the
specific populations subject to violence, the way violence is either sanctioned or ignored or
combated by the State and by civil society, and — in the context of this dissertation crucially —
the meanings violence is given in order to undermine, or to stabilize, specific social relations
and narrative models.

This is, however, an explosive topic, which is why the question inevitably arises and
why no explanation can quite put it away. Women have been killed in Ciudad Juéarez, and
women are still being killed: their bodies are no mere elements of a discourse, and neither is
the grief felt by their families or, for that matter, the trauma that impacts local society as such.
I do not pretend to deny this most basic fact: women have been killed. My ethical stance on
this that is in no way “impartial,” moreover: I personally maintain that violence against
women has to be stopped, by any means necessary. I do, however, refer to the discourse on
Juarez, here, the discursive formation in which divergent stories are grouped together through

the concept of feminicidio and set to develop a life and an energy of their own in a narrative
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dynamo that creates the impression that there is a single, discreet crime wave, and that there
might be a single, discreet culprit, or at least single, discreet culprits who can be identified,
prosecuted, and neutralized. But all there is, [ argue, is the facts on the ground, i.e. the bodies,
and the stories that gyrate around them, in the narrative dynamo, clouding the access to those
facts and making it in fact impossible to look at the facts as themselves anymore, thus
developing a life of their own as the stories on the crime wave and, in other words, as the
discourse on Ciudad Juarez.

That is why I would like to refer to Naomi Mandel’s excellent article, “Rethinking
‘After Auschwitz:” Against a Rhetoric of the Unspeakable in Holocaust Writing,” in order to
think about the issue, advance some preliminary theses, and move on'*. In said article,
Mandel tries to tackle the most unspeakable of all crimes in order to show how its own
“unspeakability” is not “real” (after all, as she points out, the Holocaust is “the most
thoroughly documented atrocity in human history,” and hence not “unspeakable” at all [205])
but “a cultural construct, replete with the interests and assumptions that govern any cultural
construct, less a quality of the event itself than an expression of our own motivations and
desires” (205). Then, after identifying some narratives that have been proposed to make sense
of the Holocaust (the religious narrative, the traumatic narrative, the totalizing narrative, etc.),
she concentrates on the fact that “Auschwitz” has become a term that is supposed to mean,
metonymically, the whole complex sets of social relations, racial discourses and historical
processes that took place in Europe over the course of many years. But this, she argues, is
reductive, and, most importantly, it serves the project of actually forgetting the Holocaust, or

of obscuring one’s own historical relation to it:

'* See Mandel, Naomi. “Rethinking ‘After Auschwitz:> Against a Rhetoric of the Unspeakable in Holocaust
Writing.” boundary 2, no. 28, Summer 2001, pp. 203-28.
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[Bly giving the horror a specific location and a name, the horror is localized,
abstracted, and isolated, as if the Holocaust is (merely) what occurred at the
camps. But the fact remains that family members, friends, neighbors, coworkers,
students, teachers, employers, employees, religious leaders, municipal and
government officials, real and imagined allies were all potential betrayers or
murderers, and it is this dissolution of an entire network of human relations, not
just the killings, that constitutes the Holocaust. Calling it “Auschwitz,” especially
in the context of a discussion of French complicity and collaboration, effaces this

fact, makes it too easy to face. (219)

Indeed, while discussing Adorno’s famous statement that “to write poetry after
Auschwitz is barbaric,” Mandel goes as far as to maintain that it is not the analysis of the
different narratives of the Holocaust but the “rhetoric of unspeakability” which actually ends

b 13

up “effacing” modernity’s “complicity” with the crimes committed:

[I]t is precisely this rhetoric of the unspeakable that facilitates the effacement of
this complicity while maintaining contemporary culture in the presumably ethical
position of refusing to further wrong the victims by misrepresenting their
suffering through necessarily reductive conceptual and interpretive frameworks.
This “ethical position” reflects a certain self-congratulatory morality by which,
under the guise of not wronging the victims, contemporary culture maintains its

3

position as safely distant, conceptually and ethically, from this “unspeakable”

event. (223-24)
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Therefore, she calls for speaking the unspeakable (“The unspeakable, I urge, must be
spoken” [228]), regardless of the arguments — or because of the arguments, indeed —
according to which “to speak the unspeakable is to somehow violate it, whether it desecrates
the ‘sanctity’ of the victims’ suffering or (perhaps concurrently) whether it enables an illusion
of conceptual mastery, the self-congratulatory assertion of which appears, in the context of
such mass suffering, to be painfully inappropriate at best, downright pernicious at worst”
(227). What we have to gain from this rhetorical operation, after all, is a lot: “Only by
speaking the unspeakable, confronting the fact of complicity and assuming our own, can we
effectively delineate the complexity of the victims’ experience, confront the presence of the
Holocaust in our past, and, perhaps, reach a more responsible understanding of what ‘after
Auschwitz’ really means” (228).

We can extrapolate this discussion to Ciudad Juarez, in my opinion, because the fact
that we are talking about “Ciudad Judrez” as the site of evil is in itself a result of what I call
the discourse on Ciudad Juérez in this dissertation. To imply that no rhetorical or narrative
discussion of such an extensive social phenomenon is justified, moreover, as long as one does
not actually go there and help the families and fight for justice or something like that is to
“sanctify” the victims (to use Mandel’s terms) and to put ourselves in the position of
spectators of a crazy crime wave that is outside discourse, outside normalcy and, in that sense,
even outside “reality” (this in spite of the paradoxical accusation that the poststructuralist
approach does not deal with “reality”). Finally, it is the search for allegedly “true”
explanations, as opposed to the analysis of discourses and narratives as such, which
ultimately banalizes violence and its impact on border societies. After all, and accepting the
existence of such an explanation for the sake of the argument, what if we get to the truth (and

no matter if the truth is provided by the State, by the activists, by feminism, by journalists,
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etc.)? Are the killings going to stop? Will there be no more women murdered in Ciudad
Juarez or, for that matter, anywhere else?

Of course, my own last questions (““Are the killings going to stop? Will there be no
more women murdered in Ciudad Juarez or, for that matter, anywhere else?”) highlight the
sex of the victims, which is what gives the crime wave a logic: the logic of feminicidio. But 1
share the fundamental notion that, just as there is no truth to the events of Ciudad Judrez,
there is no truth to gender or, to go even further, to sex. As Judith Butler famously wrote in a
passage of Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) in which she
deals with, and thoroughly deconstructs, the more traditional feminist “sex/gender”

distinction:

It would make no sense, then, to define gender as the cultural interpretation of
sex, if sex itself is a gendered category. Gender ought not to be conceived merely
as the cultural inscription of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridical conception);
gender must also designate the very apparatus of production whereby the sexes
themselves are established. As a result, gender is not to culture as sex is to nature;
gender is also the discursive/cultural means by which “sexed nature” or “a natural
sex” is produced and established as “prediscursive,” prior to culture, a politically
neutral surface on which culture acts. [...] This production of sex as the
prediscursive ought to be understood as the effect of the apparatus of cultural
construction designated by gender. How, then, does gender need to be
reformulated to encompass the power relations that produce the effect of a

prediscursive sex and so conceal that very operation of discursive production?

(In

33



Ponce-Cordero

In other words, there is no sexed body on which cultural discourses act, but models of
sexual biology and anatomy — most especially the binary model — are themselves discursive.
The sexed corpse is itself discursive, too. There are, initially, huesos en el desierto but, in the
process of narrating and explaining their demise, the discourse on Juarez transforms those
bones into “las muertas de Juarez”: In the context of the discourse on Ciudad Juarez, in other
words, the sexed corpse is always already female. No matter how many men or male children
are killed, no matter how many intersexed bodies fall victim to violence, the discourse on
Ciudad Judrez is predicated on the notion that the city is a place where women are killed, and
indeed that it is the city of the “dead women.”

One possible starting point for the analysis of the ways in which the discourse on
Ciudad Juarez “reposition” gender, or at least rearticulate it and shift it, would be the visual
representation of the dead women’s bodies. Charles Bowden’s photographic essay from 1998,
Juarez: The Laboratory of Our Future offers, for instance, a whole section on the mummified
face of a victim, which the author calls, somehow polemically, “a beautiful carved mask”
(67)". Interestingly, and just as Alice Driver—in her case dismissingly— put it in her article,
“Ciudad Juérez as a Palimpsest: Searching for Traces of Memorable Lives” (as presented at
the Latin American Studies Association annual conference of 2010) Bowden “believes that it
is not useful to analyze the murder of women as a separate issue from other forms of violence
in the city, a posture that is evident in his photo essay which discusses a myriad of forms of
violence with no particular focus on femicide except for the author’s fleeting fascination with
the burned out face of a victim of femicide” (5). This means that he, while contributing to the
representation of the murders as a (visual) spectacle, actually rejects the concentration on
gender (the “logic” that guides the stories I study in this dissertation) and tries to put violence

against women in a larger canvas that includes other kinds of violence in Ciudad Judrez and,

1> See Bowden, Charles. Judrez: The Laboratory of Our Future. Aperture, 1998.
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in fact, other kinds of violence that take place in other cities (I will address Bowden’s
position, as well as its implications, more extensively in the conclusion of this dissertation).

As for Driver, despite her accepting that violence in Juarez is not only (and not
necessarily even mainly) directed towards women, she still feels it is a special sort of
violence: “Although femicide is only one category of violence in a city that is crisscrossed by
webs of violence related to drug trafficking, corruption, and police brutality, it is essential to
analyze femicide in order to understand how and why women have been treated so brutally by
citizens, politicians, and the press for the past 17 years” 6, my emphasis). But why, indeed,
should this be so essential?

The sexed corpses of Ciudad Juédrez are constructed as abjectly female, among other
things, through the composition of the crime scenes or, more precisely, through the way the
stories on Ciudad Juarez describe the crime scenes. Reading Roberto Bolafio’s novel 2666
from 2004, for instance, or Luzrosario Araujo’s novel from 2010, Con licencia de ficcion (not
that I am trying to by any means compare these novels in what respects to their quality, only
to their iconography), we get the impression of ritualistic murders that are committed with a
kind of perverted aesthetics in mind, which leads to the obligatory inclusion of genital
mutilations, carefully damaged clothes that are revelatory but not too much, bodily positions
that seem to mean something, etc. In her article, indeed, Driver addresses this and, once again

criticizing Bowden, attributes the problem to a perverse game of “porno-misery’:

Are the images necessary to provoke awareness, or is the content exploited in a
perverted way that involves some small amount of pleasure. For example,
Bowden describes the joy and rush of adrenaline the photographers experience as
they race to the site of murders, beheadings, and mutilated bodies. There is a

certain amount of exaltation and pleasure that both the author and the
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photographers seem to extract from the glossy images of death included in

[Bowden’s] essay. (15)

But this all begs the question of representation, so to speak. Since there are no “facts”
about the feminicidios (since it is not even sure that it makes sense, other than rhetorical sense
on the level of the groups of stories of the dynamo that I analyze, to talk about a single crime
wave at all), and since the fact that we concentrate on the murders of young, dark skinned,
poor women already depends on a selection process from the vast amount of corpses offered
by such a city as Ciudad Juarez, as well as on the existence of a discourse that precisely
victimizes young, dark skinned, poor women, is it so farfetched to maintain that the
iconography of the crime sites is a result of the stories, and in no case their basis?

I just mentioned in passing the existence of a discourse that already victimized a
certain population within the female body of Ciudad Juarez. After all, the crime wave started
in 1993 but, of course, women had been murdered before (see chapter II of this dissertation
for more on the chronology of the crime wave). Moreover, not only is there no single modus
operandi or victims’ profile (as Alejandro Gutiérrez consistently shows in his 2004 article,

299

“Un guidn para adentrarse a la interpretacion del ‘Fenomeno Juarez’”), but the search for one
such “logic” actually obscures the fact that other women are also objects of violence, not to
mention men and transgender subjects (Castillo et al.). Even the most sympathetic media
campaigns that pretend to combat the feminicidios rely, as different authors have
demonstrated, on models of gender relations that construct one particular female subject as
the perfect victim, as it were, who is in need of protection both from the male and from the
family structures as represented by the mother (Tabuenca Cérdoba; Corona).

In other words, there is a shifting here, and it is one that reinforces the patriarchal

matrix with a vengeance, all the while purporting to care about how horribly misogynistic this

36



Ponce-Cordero

evil place called Ciudad Juérez is. It is a shifting that is perhaps most clear in the development
of international concern for the fate of the fighters against injustice in Latin America. To put
it bluntly, there was a time when the classic case to study when speaking about gender and
freedom in the subcontinent (say, while elaborating the syllabus for an introductory course on
Latin American culture, for instance) would have been the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo of
Argentina, who fought against the dictatorship and, at least morally, won. Now the case that
comes to mind is the one of “las muertas de Juarez” (the dead women of Juarez). The notions
of gender, then, have arguably shifted to the point of creating an utterly defenseless, abject,
and unnamed female subject. It is my intention to show how this happened, to trace this
shifting, and to highlight the particular ways in which the discourse on Ciudad Juarez was
constituted, and constituted, this shifting'®.

Finally, it is crucial to remember that the reader herself is gendered, as is made
explicit by the concept of “gendered reader” developed by Wai-Chee Dimock on the basis of
the contributions of a long line of feminist scholars including Laura Mulvey and Carolyn
Dinshaw, among others. In the context in which Dimock discussed the term (the article
“Feminism, New Historicism, and the Reader” from 1991), it was important for her to show
that Foucaultian and New Historicist readings of texts tended to historicize everything,
including the reader, without, however, questioning an universal subject that, by default, was
male. Therefore, she called for a new approach to rethink history not as a unified phenomenon
of synchronicity but as “a field of uneven development” (614) in which “[t]here are readers
and readers, it would seem, and, when we meditate on their points of divergence as well as
their points of coincidence, when we think about their uneven genesis, conflicting identities,
and different modes of reception, ‘history’ itself will have to be reconceived as something less

than homogeneous, something less than synchronized” (615). Thus the need of the “gendered

"1 have to thank Professor Joshua Lund for the comparison with the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, even though
the mention of them sometimes also appears —quite uncritically, though— in the literature [See Araujo, Luzrosario
G. Con licencia de ficcion. Creaciones Digitales, 2010].
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reader,” insofar as we also understand gender not as a human constant (as something that has
a truth) but “as a temporal (and temporary) construct, [as] constituted in time and constrained
by time, propelled by temporal necessity and subject to temporal reconfiguration” (620).
What she proposes, in other words, is to historicize gender and to engender history, at the
same time showing the constructedness of gender, which leads to its changes over time, and
the unevenness of any historical moment, its fundamental heterogeneity that is due to such
unstable categories as gender: “History, thus engendered and thus decentered, is anything but
a totalizing category. In fact, it is not even over and done wit, but a realm of unexhausted and
inexhaustible possibility” (622).

In a way, this debate is outdated, what with her needing to criticize both second wave
feminism’s essentialism and a certain pre-Butler Foucaultian machismo. It is important,
however, because the anecdotes that I told right at the beginning of this text (and there are lots
of other possible anecdotes to tell about this) show that light poststructuralist and postfeminist

ideas are far from sedimented in academia. Of course, “the gendered reader” is also “the raced

99 ¢ 9 ¢ 29 ¢ 29 <6

reader,” “the classed reader,” “the ethnied reader,” “the aged reader,” “the weighted reader,”
“the sexed reader” and so on. Moreover, and concretely in relation to my dissertation, in the
case of the feminicidios the axes of production of readers have to be considered if we want to
grasp how the hologram of history that I call the discourse on Ciudad Juarez is constructed, to
whom the narratives speak and what kinds of subjectivities they help create or not, as well as
what models of gender (and other categories) are mobilized, shifted, or (de)stabilized. If
nothing else, the notion of the gendered reader as the spectator of the hologram is a good one
to have in mind, while authoring this dissertation by reading the stories of the discourse on
Ciudad Juarez, in order to not assume the point of view of the “universal subject” Dimock

correctly criticizes in her article, constantly pointing out one’s own positioning and one’s own

reading process, instead.
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1.5. OVERALL IS BEYOND ME:

ON THE WILL TO COMPLETENESS AND TO NOT COMPLETE

In this dissertation, I read multiple narratives of the discourse on Ciudad Juérez in order to
create a map that is, by definition, changeable and incomplete. Thus, I do not propose a
unifying model that somehow explains or makes sense of all the stories of the dynamo. Nor
do I posit a model that offers all-out cooptation as a working narrative to somehow explain
the discourse on Ciudad Juarez and the way some of its products turn into commodities on an
international market of mystery stories fueled by popular culture but, perhaps more
importantly, by privileged circuits of academic conferences and publications (see chapter IV
for more on this).

Let us start with the latter aspect of the aforementioned problems, i.e. the one
concerning cooptation and the international market of paranoia. My hypothesis is that there is
something that can be metaphorically called a market for narratives and cultural artifacts that
are consumed because of their promises to fulfill our desire for closure, for explanation, and
for truth in relation to social phenomena that defy closure, explanation, and truth. Thus, the
desire can never be fulfilled, which is of course what fosters the desire and, in turn, makes the
market profitable in the first place.

There is, however, no master mind behind this market, and not even a Smithian
“invisible hand” directing it to the benefit of everyone involved. Moreover, the narratives that
are negotiated at the market are not the unified products of a single, monopolistic enterprise,
but rather divergent stories that compete with each other, on a discursive level, for the status
of truth. There is not a single truth, however. Even in the case of the feminicidios of Ciudad

Juarez, there is more than one official truth (let alone the myriad of alternative truths I
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examine more closely in chapter II): the police has captured several suspects, sometimes
trying to link them together —as in the case of Abdul Latif Sharif and the gang of “Los
Rebeldes”- and sometimes not (Huesos en el desierto; Newton), but representatives of the
State also have denied the mere existence of the phenomenon (Rahmsdorff; “Ciudad Juarez as
Palimpsest”), or have positively affirmed that it has already, and successfully, been dealt with
(Ruiz).

This is all, of course, well documented and in fact vox populi. My point is, though,
that not even the so-called official truth is a unified one, and that it is impossible to establish a
final order in the concert of the multitude of narratives that constitute the discourse on Ciudad
Juarez, for there is none (more on this later). My point is, too, that paranoia narratives are not
to be regarded as delusional per se, but as competitors for truth. We are not talking about
“clinical paranoia” here. Rather, and as Ray Pratt puts it in his seminal book from 2001,
Projecting Paranoia: Conspirational Visions in American Film, the object of study is the
massive phenomenon of the emergence, in the postmodern world, of a “cultural paranoia” that
“reflects a public crisis in epistemology regarding truth claims, the status of knowledge, and
the determination of truth” (246), that “is often symptomatic of more pervasive anxiety
among individuals concerning their ability to control their lives” (1), and that “can also be a
method, providing a way of seeing multiple, interconnected —though officially denied—
stratifications of reality” (9). Stopping short of embracing the optimism and “privileging
attitude” that Pratt shows concerning the subversive character of what he calls “visionary
paranoia” throughout his study, I want to adopt this notion of a cultural phenomenon that
happens to be associated with a pathology, which nevertheless should not lead readers to
think that when I call narratives “paranoid” I am implying a priori that they are pathological
or crazy. Hence, I do not think that there is a need to search for “anti-paranoid narratives” in

such a crystalline example of a phenomenon of cultural paranoia as is the discourse on the
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feminicidios of Ciudad Judrez, and in fact I would go as far as saying that, to the best of my
knowledge, there are none.

The cooptation narrative, moreover, would imply that, among the dynamo of stories,
there is something like a more authentic story, not as much “in terms of truth, or non-truth,”
as in terms of its relationship to subaltern subjectivities and to possibilities of resistance to
“larger structures and layers of oppression,” but also that this more authentic story, alas, has
been assimilated by late, postindustrial capitalism and been turned into a commodity for mass
consumption. While this narrative relies on an ultimately economicist theoretical framework
that not only gives such a large category as the “late, postindustrial capitalism” an agency that
the individual herself is supposed to have lost in postmodern times (getting strikingly near, in
to process, to outright paranoia narratives fueled by ‘“agency panic” [Melley 12ff]), it
certainly contains some insights, not the least of which is that there are, indeed, stories of the
dynamo produced by subaltern subjects (for instance, the ones told by activists who have
fought heroically to make violence against women stop in Ciudad Juarez and elsewhere, as |
develop in chapter III). Other than that, however, it is obviously akin to one particular
narrative on the feminicidios, namely the one proposed by critics like Ileana Rodriguez
(2009), in which the importance of the maquiladoras and of the economic and social structural
inequality of border society is highlighted and constituted as the “basis” not only for the
crimes themselves, but also for the cultural production on and around them.

If not for anything else, and given this dissertation’s explicit goals, I would have to
reject this cooptation narrative as a comprehensive explanatory model. I do not think that the
mechanisms of cooptation (if we can even call it that way) function this lineally at all, and this
not only in the case of the discourse on Ciudad Juarez but in general. In this, I follow the
excellent study by the U.S.-American historian Thomas Frank titled The Conquest of Cool:

Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism, and published in 1997.
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There, he discusses in extenso the supposed ‘“‘commercialization” of the so-called
“counterculture,” a movement of mythical dimensions that, according to the same mythical
template, was polluted by the mainstream and finally sold out and adapted, except for some of
its “underground” ramifications: as he puts it while delineating the myth, it is about “[T]he
revolt of the young against [mainstream] was a joyous and even glorious cultural flowering,
though ... the story ends with the noble idealism of the New Left in ruins and the
counterculture sold out to Hollywood and the television networks” (5). Later, however, he
deconstructs the dichotomy counterculture/mainstream and rather impressively shows how
both went hand in hand the whole time, how one could not exist without the other and how,
far from one dominating the other, as it were, the mainstream was itself “countercultural” and
the counterculture was itself pretty “mainstream.” There is, again, no master mind behind this,
no media executives conspiring and changing the culture in radical ways for their own
benefit, but a proliferation of stories and of points of cultural negotiation and competition for
the status of cool. In the end, of course, the point of the book is that the “cooptation” didn’t
happen chronologically, if at all, but that the counterculture was “coopted” from its very
inception by a mainstream that, on the other hand, was itself different from the traditional one.
Thus, the 1960s must be understood, for Frank, as the time where a new kind of consumer
society emerges, and one more adequate to the development of transnational commerce,
geopolitical relations, media technologies and demographical indexes, among other factors:
hip consumerism.

We can apply this analysis, mutatis mutandis, to the phenomenon I am trying to tackle
in my dissertation. It is not that there are authentic voices somewhere that have been silenced
by their very insertion into the machinery of paranoia production that creates products for an
international market and profits from the pain of the victims and their families. Rather, I argue

that the discourse of Ciudad Juarez was always already inscribed into an international
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“market” of paranoia that is totally decentered and that deals with notions of alternative
truths, thus representing a subversive, destabilizing force with respect to the hegemonic
narratives of power/knowledge but, and crucially, reinforcing the relation between
power/knowledge, as well as a consumerist culture in which ideas are commodities, at the
same time. There is no chronological order here, and certainly no cause and effect, but the
emergence of a discursive field around a series of events that, as a whole (as a single crime
wave), is constituted by this very emergence.

To go back to Dimock’s notion of the gendered reader, my model intends to be one in
which history, and hence paranoia, has to be both engendered and decentered (and raced,
ethnied, aged, etc.), in order for it not to be a “totalizing category” but a “fractured
temporality, which is to say ... diachronic [temporality], the diachronicity here being
generated not so much by the subject itself as by the analytic frame, which breaks up the
seeming unity of time into its multiple sediments and infinite relays” (622). As a truly
historical phenomenon (i.e. a temporally, geographically and socially situated, not
transcendent phenomenon), and arguably one of the main sensibilities of our times and of our
culture (Melley), paranoia needs to be viewed as such a diverse, diachronic field, too, in
which there are more fractures than unifying forces (in the case of the feminicidios, again, the
only unifying forces are the corpses) and in which there is neither a single, unilateral relation
of economic production or epistemological dependence nor an all-encompassing corporation
that coopts authentic subaltern expressions for profit. After all, to believe in the existence of
such a corporation would be utterly paranoid.

This already addresses the second problem posed at the beginning of this subchapter,
namely the necessity of a cultural studies project to deal with heterogeneity and symbolic
tension and to avoid the temptation to offer a unifying (discursive) representation of evilness

that ends up being as problematic, at least, as the most problematic stories of the dynamo.
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This is a point that cannot be emphasized enough. When I call the dynamo of stories that
constitutes the discourse on Ciudad Juarez a discursive formation, though, and a discursive
formation whose particular order(s) I want to partially, incompletely map out in this
dissertation'’, I do not try to imply that the formation is a monolithic one. Perhaps it is indeed
better to call it “discursive formations,” which is more accurate and better conveys the sense
of heterogeneity that was present in the Foucaultian notion of linguistic systems as underlying
structures that make certain ways of thinking and models of understanding reality possible, or
thinkable, and which are both way outside from individual agency (or at least way outside
individual intentions) and firmly grounded in history conceived as specific sets of possibilities
(Foucault). Besides, attempting to map out a discursive order (or discursive orders) of the
feminicidios should not immediately be interpreted as an exercise of “recentering” history or
discourse, i.e. of looking for the unifying force behind the stories and, arguably, for its truth,
but the opposite. Much like the archeological project of Michel Foucault, my aim is to cut a
temporal section of a discursive formation on Ciudad Judrez and analyze its composing —
divergent— fields, taking not only their multiplicity but also their heterogeneity into account,
as well as the ruptures and moments of hiatus that open hermeneutic possibilities. Further, and
rather like Foucault’s genealogical project, I expect to be able to historicize the present and
look of course not for the origin (Ursprung) of the killings but for the descent (Herkunft) of
their current meanings within the contexts of political, academic and cultural debate in current
Mexico and elsewhere. This is, in fact, what has led me to put forward the hypothesis that
there is no truth, and hence no origin, to the feminicidios, as well as that all that we have are
the stories and the way they have been constructed and weaved into a textual fabric whose

various descents can be traced, but whose center cannot be found because it is not there.

' The reason why I state from the beginning that my map will be a partial, incomplete one, is that the discourse
on Juarez is enormous and there is no way to grasp it in full. At best, it is possible to glimpse at aspects of it, to
describe them and to interpret them or to establish patterns that, however, inevitably change, depending on the
position from where one writes, as well as on the particular twists and spins that the dynamo of stories produces
in its relentless production of narratives. Besides, and to quote Ammons’ poem again “Overall is beyond me.”

44



Ponce-Cordero

Indeed, one of the reasons why I —somewhat gimmicky— include the passage of H.R.
Ammons poem “Corson’s Inlet” as an epigraph for the conclusion of this text, or, better, for
the section of this dissertation titled “(No) conclusions,” is to point at the fundamental anti-
totalizing stance I intend to develop in my dissertation: “Overall is beyond me.” But perhaps
the concept of society as a “multivoiced body” proposed by Fred Evans in his 2008 book, The
Multivoiced Body: Society and Communication in the Age of Diversity, will be helpful here in
order to rethink the constant and inevitable tension between unity and diversity, or between

homogeneity and heterogeneity:

[T]he notion of voices has the advantage of pointing simultaneously to our bodies
as the producers of speech and to the discourses that provide these bodies with
social and cultural significance ... Voices also make a necessary reference to each
other; they exist as addresses or responses to other personalized social discourses
and practices. Indeed, their dialogic interplay both separates and holds them

together, constituting them as a body, a multivoiced body. (14)

If the “body” is the discourse on Ciudad Juarez and the “voices” are the competing
narratives on and around the feminicidios, then the task of analyzing how the “dialogic
interplay” takes place, as well as what kinds of “social and cultural significance” this process
of interplay constitutes and configures, will be one that can be accomplished without creating
the effect of totality or unity that obscures “heterogeneity and symbolic tension.”
Furthermore, perhaps the inclusion of the word “body” in the concept of “the multivoiced
body” can be of benefit to a dissertation that tackles questions of violence against women and

of sex as a naturalized category.
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Neither “sex” nor “gender” nor “paranoia” nor “discursive formation” are terms that
will be ontologically privileged in any way here, just like the narratives themselves will not be
privileged over others as for their status of, or at least their closeness to, “truth.” In their
introduction to the volume Rethinking Class: Literary Studies and Social Formations, Wai
Chee Dimock and Michael T. Gilmore write the following about the category of “class,”

which I want to quote extensively because of its poignancy:

It is a concept with a genetic history of its own, we argue, a concept that came
into being within a particular universe of discourse, under the exigencies of some
particular circumstances, and carrying with it attendant premises and
preoccupations, accents and ellipses. Class, in other words, is not (or at least not
merely) a privileged analytic category here; it is itself an analyzable artifact, itself
to be scrutinized, contextualized, critiqued for its commissions and omissions. In
reminding ourselves of the historical provenance of the concept — in restoring to it
a genealogy and a habitat — we hope, at the same time, to open up some space for
ourselves, some critical distance from which we can take stock of a powerful idea
without submitting completely to its inscribed epistemology. Our attempts at class
analysis are therefore neither predicated on nor reducible to some universal
determinant, neither predicated on nor reducible to the notion of a privileged
historical subject. As we dispense with the security of a foundationalist
epistemology, we look toward a hermeneutic that is not entirely arbitrary for
being suspenseful, and not entirely pessimistic for being without guarantees, since
the lack of certainty is not only the occasion for analysis but the occasion for

hope. (2)
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If we replace “class” with the other big categories employed or pointed at throughout

2 13

my dissertation (“sex,” “gender,” “discourse on Ciudad Judrez,” or arguably even
“narrative”), and maybe if we tone down a little the optimism of the last line of the quote, this

could be a part of the dissertation that follows. I, admittedly, could not have articulated it

better myself.

1.6. ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE:

ENTERING CIUDAD JUAREZ

The following sections of this dissertation will require a step-wise articulation, though, since
the layers of the discourse on Judrez are legion and the possible takes at them are virtually
inexhaustible. Chapter II, titled “Through the Looking Glass: The Official and Alternative
Stories on the Feminicidios,” will situate the reader amid the thick web of official stories
about the feminicidios and the killers of Ciudad Juarez, as well as the alternative stories that
civil society, and some very prominent journalistic authors, have come up with to counter
those official stories. Chapter III, “On the Right to Mourn: Activism, Dissent, and the
Feminicidios,” will focus on the stories and practices of organizations created by political
activists and victims’ families, stressing the process by which they create a sense of
community based on the sharing of a certain narrative ground, but also how they are the
scenarios of new conflicts that arise among different interest groups within that community.

Chapter IV, “Providing an Order: The Scholarly Interpretation of the Feminicidios,” will then
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establish a dialogue between different instances of the relevant scholarship on the
feminicidios, with an emphasis on the social sciences and feminist critique (the two fields on
which the literature on the issue has concentrated). Chapter V, “Mainstreaming Feminicidios:
The Discourse on Ciudad Juarez in Mass and Popular Culture,” will address the migration of
the discourse on Ciudad Judrez from the terrain of politics and criminology and into popular
and mass culture, taking selected examples from music and film as objects of analysis.
Chapter VI, “The End of Violence: Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s Desert Blood: The Judrez
Murders and Roberto Bolafio’s 2666, will be on the literary articulation of the feminicidios,
as found in two very different novels (Desert Blood: The Judrez Murders, by Alicia Gaspar
de Alba, and 2666, by Roberto Bolafio) that posit different ways to search for the “truth” as
well as very different results of that search. Finally, the ending section of the dissertation,
titled “(No) Conclusions: Leaving Ciudad Juarez” (chapter VII), will come back to the crime
wave itself, as an allegedly single, discreet phenomenon, and discuss whether or not it is

possible to imagine a way of leaving the discourse on Ciudad Juarez.
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I1. DARK MIRRORS:

THE OFFICIAL AND ALTERNATIVE STORIES ON THE FEMINICIDIOS

Aunque desconozco a fondo el caso mexicano, prevengo que los homicidios alld van a
continuar. Se necesitaria una investigacion cientifica al respecto.

Robert K. Ressler, investigador privado (qtd. in Huesos en el desierto 14)

The year was 1993. At the end of the previous year, the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) had been signed by Mexico (Weissman 796). Almost simultaneously,
on January 23, the beaten, raped and strangled corpse of Alma Chavira Farel was found in
Ciudad Juarez. Although she most probably was not the first young woman killed that year in
the area (there were at least more desaparecidas, a term that back then, however, still did not
have the specific, and specifically Mexican, sinister resonance it now has), and even though
her body had not been mutilated in the way later victims' bodies would be, her murder marks,
rather arbitrarily, the beginning of the crime wave. It is at that point, in other words, at which
the stories begin to spin around a corpse that functions, with hindsight, as a historical
watershed. It is at this point as well that the spinning stories begin to constitute, just by their
sheer gravity, a single dynamo of horror stories that we nowadays consider a whole distinctive

phenomenon.
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There is no official record of this murder and of this investigation in Ciudad Juarez
anymore, though. Sometime during the 1990s, the file simply got lost. Thus, in a way that is
so symbolic as to look concocted, the very first case of the feminicidios does not officially
exist. Instead of that, we have a police report for the second case, which was the murder of
Anggélica Luna Villalobos, whose corpse was found 48 hours after the body of Alma Chavira

Farel:

Averiguacion previa nimero 1780/93-05, de fecha 25 de enero de 1993. Se
localizé en la colonia Alta Vista el caddver de una persona de sexo femenino de
aproximadamente 16 anos de edad, de complexion robusta, de tez blanca, cabello
castafio claro, de aproximadamente un metro sesenta y cinco de estatura ... Como
huellas de violencia se le apreciaron: doble equimosis en la region del cuello con
marcas profundas en la parte lateral derecha del mismo, apreciando en esta region
un cable de conexion eléctrica con dos vueltas y anudado ... Causa de la muerte:
asfixia por estrangulacion. Dicho cadaver fue identificado con el nombre de
Anggélica Luna Villalobos, quien contaba con seis meses de embarazo. (Fernandez

and Rampal 33)

From then on, the findings start to be counted and the stories start to proliferate. “Las
muertas de Judrez” became a code word for the murdered women (Fernandez and Rampal
35). In the popular imagination, as well as in most examples of academic and journalistic
literature about the crime wave, the victims were young, migrant, female workers of the
magquiladora system; initially, the crime wave used to be called “the maquiladora murders,”
after all (see chapter IV of this dissertation for more on that term). They were “inditas del sur”

(Gaspar de Alba and Guzman 1), in other words, which was supposedly part of the reason
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why the police did not show any interest in investigating their cases (the very first file got
lost!): in this version of the events, they were all poor, brown, and disposable. The following
passage, taken from “Ciudadana X: Gender Violence and the Denationalization of Women’s
Rights in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico,” an otherwise excellent article on violence against women
and contemporary citizenship written by Alicia Schmidt Camacho and published in 2005, is a

typical description of the victims’ profile:

The feminization of the dispensable noncitizen is perhaps most visible in the
ongoing brutalization and murder of subaltern Mexican girls and women in the
state of Chihuahua. The evident refusal of the Mexican state and federal
governments and much of civil society to provide even the most minimal
protection to victims signifies a collapse of law or its replacement with new forms
of social control that render racialized migrant women vulnerable to torture,
sexual abuse, murder, and disappearance. The 11-year feminicidio in Ciudad
Juarez and Chihuahua marks a campaign of gender terror that alternately mimics
the repressive campaigns of Latin American "dirty wars" and the seemingly
irrational codes of urban violence and serial killing (Fregoso 2003; Reguillo-Cruz
2002). Since 1993, some 370 women have been murdered in Chihuahua City and
Ciudad Juarez, of which approximately 137 were sexually assaulted (Amnesty
International 2003). Of these, 100 fit a pattern of serial killings. At least 75 of the
bodies have not been identified or claimed. The mothers' organization Nuestras
Hijas de Regreso a Casa (Bring Our Daughters Home) estimates that in addition
to the killings, 600 women have disappeared from the Juarez/Chihuahua
metropolitan areas (Nuestras Hijas 2003). The victims of these crimes have been

poor girls and women of color from the colonias, many of them recent migrants to
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the border city from urban and rural communities in Mexico's interior. The
peculiar features of the Judrez killings correspond to the physical and political
geography of the northern city, its shared boundary with the United States, and its
importance as a site of Mexican partnership with global capitalist institutions.

(259)

But other commentators suggest that the truth is both more complicated and more
terrifying than that. As Marcela Lagarde y de los Rios reminds us in her 2010 article,
“Feminist Keys for Understanding Feminicide: Theoretical, Political, and Legal
Construction,” which is the preface to the book, Terrorizing Women: Feminicide in the

Americas:

The girls and women murdered in Mexico had different ages, and included
girls, elderly women, young women, older women, and adolescents. They
belonged to all social classes and socioeconomic strata; some were rich women,
from the upper class and the elite, though the majority were poor or marginal. The
full array included illiterate women, with little schooling (as was the case for most
of the victims), though there were also students in vocational schools and
universities, and graduate students with excellent academic records. To their
assailants, these women, either single or married, were spouses, former spouses,
coinhabitants, girlfriends, former girlfriends, daughters, step-daughters,
daughters-in-law, mothers, mothers-in-law, cousins, close friends, neighbors,
employees, bosses, subordinates, or unknown. Their occupations varied: the
victims were service providers, dancers, peasants, teachers, vendors, waitresses,

researchers, models, actresses, and bureaucrats. Most were hard-working girls and
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women; some were on vacation, others were unemployed students and transients.
Also killed were women associated with criminals, and upstanding citizens,
activists, politicians, and women in government. Almost all were Mexican, and
among them, some were Tzotzil (such as the Lunas of Acteal), Rardmuris, and
Nahua. Others were foreigners, including those from Canada, the Netherlands, the
United States, El Salvador, Korea, Brazil, and Guatemala. Most were killed in
their homes, though some bodies were found in the street, in a vacant lot, along a
roadside, in a ravine, in a store, at a construction site, in a car, in a cave, in an
upland area, along a highway, in the desert, in a river, or in a house for holding
kidnap victims, and it is not known where they were killed. Some had marks of
sexual violence, though in most cases there is no trace of sexual violence. Some
were pregnant, others were disabled; some were locked up, others kidnapped. All
were tortured, mistreated, and intimidated, and they experienced fear and
humiliation before being killed. Some were beaten to death, others were strangled,
decapitated, hung, stabbed, and shot; some were mutilated and bound. For some,
their remains were placed in a sack, a suitcase, or a box, put in concrete,
dismembered, burnt, or stretched. All were held in captivity; all were isolated and
unprotected. Terrified, they experienced the most extreme impotence in their
defenselessness. All were assaulted and subjected to violence until death. Some of
their bodies were mistreated even after they had been murdered.

Most of the crimes remain in impunity. (Xviii-xix)

For Lagarde y de los Rios, then, the “dead women of Juarez” are literally all female

victims of murderous violence of Judrez, period. The victim of the crime wave is the female

subject and it is her sex which gives the crime wave its logic and its coherence, in the first
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place. To quote Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Georgina Guzman’s article, “Feminicidio: The
‘Black Legend’ of the Border,” published as the introduction for her book, Making a Killing:

Femicide, Free Trade, and La Frontera, in 2010:

Just because I published a novel called Desert Blood: The Judrez Murders (2005)
does not mean the Juarez murders are fiction'®. Since May [sic] 1993, over five
hundred women and girls have been found brutally murdered on the El
Paso/Juarez border, and thousands more have been reported missing and remain
unaccounted for, making this the longest epidemic of femicidal violence in
modern history. The victims are known colloquially as “/as inditas del sur,” the
little Indian girls from the south of Mexico —poor, dark-skinned, and indigenous-
looking— who have arrived alone and disenfranchised in Ciudad Juarez to work at
a twin-plant maquiladora and earn dollars to send back home. Not all the victims
are rural, not all of them are outsiders to the border metropolis, not all of them
worked at a maquiladora, lived alone, or had indigenous features. But most of
them are Mexican, impoverished, and young. And all of them are female, the

victims of this particular crime wave. (1)

The logic of the feminicidios of Ciudad Judrez cannot be presented in a more circular,
tautological fashion as in this example: The researcher looks for occurrences of heinous
violence against women among the numerous cases of violence in general and then
determines that there is a crime wave, and indeed a “particular” one, which is, moreover,
defined by the fact that its victims are women... which is, however, precisely the selection of

the researchable universe that was made by the researcher herself. This is as pristine an

¥ See chapter 5 of this dissertation for an extended discussion of this novel.
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example of discourse in action as I can think of: The thing that is being allegedly discussed
and studied is actually constituted by the process of discussing and studying it as a thing. But
the researchers’ heart is undoubtedly in the right place, for the crime scenes were starting to
multiply, the crosses that commemorated the victims were starting to be a part of the local
landscape, and the “dead women of Juarez” were, sadly, starting to be a part of the local
folklore, as the following description by Marcos Fernandez and Jean-Christophe Rampal,
taken from a chapter called “Las muertas forman parte de la decoracion” from their 2005
book, the significantly titled La ciudad de las muertas: La tragedia de Ciudad Juarez, quite

vividly shows:

Las “muertas de Juarez” se encuentran presentes por doquier. Ademds de las
pinturas sobre los postes, numerosas cruces rosas se encuentran distribuidas por
ciertos lugares de la ciudad. Delante del Puente de Santa Fe, por ejemplo, a
doscientos metros de Estados Unidos, un Cristo apoyado en una gran placa rosa,
sobre la que centenares de clavos han sido clavados en forma de un crucifijo, les
rinde homenaje. Los nombres de todas las victimas estan inscritos, asi como una
exigencia: “iNi una mas!” En las avenidas mas concurridas, en los caminos que
conducen a las colonias mas pobres, hasta los parques industriales, también ahi los
postes eléctricos llevan los estigmas de estos crimenes. A lo largo de decenas de
kilometros, una sucesion de inscripciones en rosa y negro clama justicia y
recuerda que aqui dos mujeres han sido salvajemente asesinadas cada mes desde
hace diez afos. Hasta en los rincones mds apartados de Ciudad Juarez, los
habitantes, madres o padres, han erigido cruces en los lugares donde han sido
descubiertos los cuerpos. En Anapra, en una colina que se levanta junto a este

barrio situado a las puertas del desierto y a lo largo de la frontera, seis de ellas han
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sido clavadas en la arena, muy cerca del depdsito de agua. Como para recordar
que los asesinos contintian golpeando, un aviso de busqueda ha sido pegado a un
poste de la electricidad. Un rostro més de mujer al que acompaiian un texto sobre

las circunstancias de su desaparicion y unos numeros telefonicos. (41-42)

This process of visibilization of the crime wave, achieved by the activism of feminists
and of the mothers and families of the victims alike, and which arguably constituted the crime
wave by the act of starting to count the murdered women, began in 1993 and had rapid, albeit
unsatisfactory, results. By the end of 1994, in fact, two years and approximately twenty-five
young women's lives after the founding of the corpse arbitrarily appointed as the “original”
one of this “particular crime wave,” the police was finally forced to acknowledge what had
been vox populi since the very first murder in the row, namely that these were no isolated
crimes but the work of “a serial killer.” The press, for instance, had been calling this still
wanted serial killer “the Juarez Ripper” or “the Psychotic Predator” for months (Newton 7),
and had created the figure of a disturbed man on the loose with a supposedly unified modus
operandi that included, however, the seemingly aleatoric use of stabbing, burning, shooting,
beating, and strangling, among other torture and killing techniques. Likewise, this human
monster sometimes bit off the left nipple of his victims —but sometimes did not—, sometimes
destroyed the right nipple of his victims without biting it off —but sometimes did not—,
sometimes raped his victims —but sometimes, if admittedly very seldom, did not—, etc.

Whether the “serial killer” hypothesis was right or wrong is, of course, beside the
point; the significant development, here, is the grudging acceptance by the State authority of
the fact that there was a problem at all, and a unified, single problem at that, as well as that the
stories told by the press and, most importantly, by the people of the city could lead to the

actual “truth.” It was not exactly a move towards real citizens' participation in the
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management of the crisis (until this day, the Mexican State has proven incompetent at best
and accessory to the crimes at worst [Palomino n.pag.]), but it was undoubtedly the definitive
insertion of the police machinery in the story-telling that could lead, then, if not to “the truth”,
at least to an officially sanctioned version of it'’.

Notwithstanding the bizarreness of this story so far, its actual preposterous turn only
takes place in October 1995. For it is in that month that, as Michael Newton perceptively
points out in his article, “Femicides in Ciudad Juarez,” “detectives claimed they had solved
the case. They had detained a suspect who was charged with one of the city's brutal sex
murders. Best of all, he was a foreigner” (8-9).

Enter Abdul Latif Sharif, a chemist from Egypt who had worked for years for big
North American companies in the United States, until his somehow notorious tendency to
sexually attack women became too much of an embarrassment and too much of a legal
problem for, his employers. Facing deportation to Egypt, Sharif agreed (in 1994, i.e. when the
crime wave was already well under way) to leave the US and to move to Ciudad Juérez,
where one of the many maquiladoras owned by Benchmark was glad to offer him a job. But
the escape strategy backfired when, one and a half years later, in October, he was charged
with the murder of one seventeen-year-old girl that had happened in the summer of 1995, and
Sharif was convicted and sentenced to thirty years in prison.

Whoever hoped this arrest would put an end to the explosion of misogynist violence in
the city —after all, it was nothing less than the crowning of a month-long hunting of a
“predator”— would be bitterly disappointed by further developments. Not only did the killings

not stop, for instance, but as a matter of fact their rate increased. According to Newton,

" For detailed chronological accounts of the many twists of this development, see Newton, Michael. “Femicides
in Ciudad Juarez.” Femicides of Ciudad Judrez & Chihuahua, edited by Red de Solidaridad con Mexico/Mexico
Solidarity Network, Red de Solidaridad con Mexico/Mexico Solidarity Network, 2004; and Fernandez, Marcos,
and Jean-Cristophe Rampal. La ciudad de las muertas: La tragedia de Ciudad Judrez. Translated by Manuel
Arboli Gascén, Debate, 2008.
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“[bletween Sharif's arrest and the first week of April 1996 at least 14 more female victims
were slain in Ciudad Juarez” (12), which made it quite obvious that the convicted suspect
could not be the killer, or at least not the only one. In fact, Sharif himself grew fond of
reminding everyone who wanted to listen about that (Fernandez and Rampal 103ff) and,

moreover, started doing his own accounting:

Desde que estd entre rejas, el quimico lleva una macabra contabilidad en un
cuaderno negro cuyas paginas estan cubiertas de cifras, fechas y nombres. “Cada
muerta que aparece es una prueba suplementaria de mi inocencia. Es triste, pero es
asi”, afirmaba. Nada mas en el transcurso de los seis primeros meses de carcel,
catorce jovenes fueron asesinadas (violadas, luego estranguladas o apufialadas).
Sus cadaveres fueron descubiertos en cualquier parte de la ciudad o de sus

alrededores. (Fernandez and Rampal 106)

This sinister statistics made it also important and indeed necessary for the State
machinery, in order to contain the rumors and the stories, to create a new one. However, the
new story could not be just any story, since the existing story was already in place and had
created, to all intents and purposes, a reality that could not be ignored anymore: “They [the
local police] needed an explanation for the murders; but one that would not exonerate their
prime suspect” (Newton 12).

Hence, the invention of the second official story became inevitable, a new story which
was supposed, at first, to supplement the one that had Sharif at its center, but was enhanced ad
absurdum soon and became, in the process, big in its own right. A street gang from Ciudad
Juarez called “Los Rebeldes”, the story went, had been hired by the imprisoned Sharif to

produce some copycat crimes —that is, to kill some young women in the Egyptian's imputed
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“style”—, with the goal of definitely proving that he was innocent. And many gang members,
after being detained, confessed indeed to the murders, including Sergio Armendariz Diaz, the
supposed gang leader who reportedly —and uncannily enough— was nicknamed “El Diablo”
(Fernandez and Rampal 106-09).

Needless to say, the confessions had been obtained under torture inflicted by police
officers, or so at least the lawyers of “Los Rebeldes” claimed. In a country like Mexico, in
which the mistreatment of prisoners is endemic or epidemic indeed (“Paper Promises, Daily
Impunity: Mexico’s Torture Epidemic Continues”), and particularly in a situation like the one
being recounted here, which —due to the desperate need of a “truth”— would probably have
resulted in police brutality everywhere in the world, such a claim is completely credible, for
if, granted, testimony given under duress may not convey the allegedly pristine “moral
authority” a “voluntary” confession usually has, it surely is good enough to work with. In fact,
according to Newton, Mexican courts are actually allowed by the law to accept such
confessions (30).

Thus, the State acted upon its newly acquired story, one that had literally been
extracted from and with the help of death, violence and pain, and condemned several of the
gang members to —relatively short— prison sentences for rape and murder. Not to be outdone
in lack of credibility, the police kept on maintaining that all those crimes had been committed
in complicity with, or following orders from, the already incarcerated Sharif, who had not
even been in Ciudad Juarez at the time of the first killing in the first place.

It goes without saying that the murders, “naturally”, and rather like a truly natural
force, continued. The situation, “naturally”, worsened. Newton even asserts that,
“[s]tatistically, 1998 was the city's worst year yet” (14). As a result of those horrible statistics,
as well as of the transparent hypocrisy of the police's stories, which in the meantime had lost

their value of truth or, better, their value as truth (which in the meantime had been debased, so
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to speak) thanks to their sheer stupidity, the ordeal of the young women of Ciudad Judrez
gained national and even international prominence, as documented, for instance, by Mexico's
Human Rights Comission's 1998 report on the feminicidios or, on a very different discursive
field, by the fact that a more or less mainstream pop-singer like Tori Amos joined the cause of
the desaparecidas' families and published a song called “Juarez” in her 1999 platinum album
To Venus and Back (see chapter V of this dissertation for an extended discussion of that song
and other cultural artifacts). A fairly different example of this prominence, by the way, is the
fact that the FBI had begun pressuring the Mexican government and had even already sent an
own team to further pursue the investigations, although it had —“naturally”— not been able to
gather any decisive, or at least slightly useful, information.

An ex-FBI agent, and indeed a legendary one, got involved in this story or, rather, in
this dynamo of stories, at this point. The talk is of Robert K. Ressler, an expert in the science
of profiling serial killers, developed over several decades by himself and his team at the
Behavioral Science Unit of the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia; in a way, you can say
that his and his team’s work created, at least discursively, the character of the serial killer
itself. In fact, Ressler stated that he had actually coined the term, according to Katherine
Ramsland, whose research on the topic, however, suggests that that was merely an
exaggeration, at best, and an outright lie at worst (n.pag.). No matter his self-aggrandizing,
Ressler was enough of a reputed expert on serial killers as to be repeatedly hired by the film
and television industry after his retirement in 1990 (even for such an Oscar-winning film like
The Silence of the Lambs). 1t is perhaps fitting that the authorities of Ciudad Judrez, desperate
to personify violence against women in a single culprit, as it were, and a serial killer at that,
but without touching structural conditions, thought, in 1998, that he could also help them with
the feminicidios, and decided to pay him between $ 50,000 and $ 75,000 in order for him to

briefly visit Juarez and, hopefully, solve the crimes (Fernandez and Rampal 61-62).
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But Ressler did not. He praised the local police and especially the federal police in
terms that caused consternation among activists and stated repeatedly that those institutions
were absolutely competent to do the detective work themselves. As late as 2003, Ressler
declared the following to a Mexican interviewer: “La policia judicial del estado de Chihuahua
estd perfectamente cualificada para indagar y resolver estos crimenes. Ya lo demostré en el
pasado y continua haciéndolo” (qtd. in Fernandez and Rampal 62). As for his conclusions,
according to Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez, he offered the following wisdom: “Aunque
desconozco a fondo el caso mexicano, prevengo que los homicidios alla van a continuar. Se
necesitaria una investigacion cientifica al respecto” (Huesos en el desierto 14).

The leading serial killer expert of the world had failed to make sense of the crimes,
and a number of other experts (from Canada, Spain, Brazil, etc.) would also try and fail
(Fernandez and Rampal 63-64). The feminicidios resisted explanation and, notwithstanding
Sharif’s and Los Rebeldes’ imprisonment, the murders continued and intensified.

To put it somehow differently: by 1999, it was clear that the time was ripe for a new
twist of the story. Soon enough, a new group of scapegoats would be invented both by street-
wisdom and by a police institution always willing to “believe” in it and in its own ability to
solve the mystery. This time around, it was the turn of a man who worked for the
magquiladoras as a bus-driver, Jesus Guardado Mérquez alias “El Dracula”, who was accused
by a 14-year-old girl who had survived her encounter with him, in which he had —as stated by
her— raped and nearly murdered her. Based on his confessions, once again allegedly obtained
under physical duress, the State proceeded to arrest four other bus-drivers, all of whom
supposedly integrated, along with “El Dracula”, a veritable criminal association baptized by
the press as “Los Choferes”, which specialty was to capture their victims on their way home
from work. As perfidious as this method may sound, it was nonetheless, and always following

the police accounts, not a method applied by the bus-drivers out of their free-will, but —of
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course— only as a means to emulate the still incarcerated Sharif and thus prove his innocence,
because he still was, after all, the mastermind behind the crime wave (Fernandez and Rampal
110-13).

Sadly, this account of the official story could go on and on. For the sake of brevity, it
has even had left aside to leave aside bizarre, important turns of the stories, sub-stories,
anecdotes, such as the romance between Sharif and his lawyer, the discovery of a mysterious
document called “Richie’s diary” that was supposed to contain a testimony written by the
serial killer, the way one of the first State reaction to the feminicidios —after grudgingly
accepting that there was something like violence against women in Ciudad Judrez— was to
create a prevention campaign that put the onus to stop the killings on the women who could
be their victims, etc. In fact, only two intersecting and mutually influencing developments
related to the feminicidios, if at all, can meet the outrageousness of the brutal murders
themselves.

On the one hand, we have the increasingly absurd police stories, which —as the
preceding paragraphs show, in spite of their concerning only the beginning of the Ciudad
Juarez phenomenon— reach a degree of insulting nonsense that one almost starts feeling bad
for Sharif, who is an otherwise despicable rapist (as his records from before his transfer to
Mexico consistently demonstrate) and for the other tens of “suspects” who have been
temporarily detained. As Diana Washington Valdrz, a reporter of E/ Paso Times and whose
work we will discuss more extensively in the following pages, has said, “[a]t this exact
moment, not even one of the prisoners has the least direct relation to the crimes” (Huffschmid
n.pag., my translation). Or, as Marcela Lagarde y de los Rios put in the conclusion to an
aforequoted passage, “[m]ost of the crimes remain in impunity” (xix).

On the other hand, however, we have the State's partial indifference in regard to the

crimes, an indifference that sometimes turns precisely into the “actionism” that leaves the
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police to invent unbelievable stories, but one that has also produced a whole euphemistic
language that embellishes the violence, in the best case, and denies its mere existence, in the
worst. It all depends, people are told, on how one interprets the numbers. Newton writes, for

example, the following:

[Bly 1998 the long running investigation had become a numbers game. In May,
media reports referred to 'more than 100 women raped and killed' in Ciudad
Juarez. A month later, reports from the same source (Associated Press) raised the
number to 117. In October 1998 another AP report placed the official body count
at 95, while a women's advocacy group, Women for Juarez, placed the total at

somewhere between 130 and 150. (15)

As for Fernandez and Rampal, they put it this way, in a section of their book

appropriately titled “Macabra batalla de cifras™:

Por un lado, las autoridades tratan de minimizar el nimero de muertas; por el
otro, algunos no dudan en ampliar la realidad. “Les puedo asegurar que hoy, a la
hora en que les estoy hablando, hemos contado trescientos treinta y dos
homicidios,” declara, con voz calmada y comedida, seguro de si, Manuel Esparza
Navarrete, coordinador muy controvertido de la Fiscalia Especial para la Atencion
de Homicidios de Mujeres del estado de Chihuahua, encargada de los crimenes
contra las mujeres entre 1998 y 2004, “Y de estos trescientos treinta y dos
crimenes, so6lo noventa son homicidios de caracter sexual”. Cifras confirmadas
por Victoria Caraveo, directora del Instituto Chihuahuense de la Mujer (Ichimu),

creado en febrero de 2003 por el gobernador del estado, que aporta apoyo
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econdmico y psicologico a ciertas familias de las victimas. Al unisono, ambos
funcionarios regionales claman que sus cifras son las buenas, las tnicas validas,
basadas en los expedientes de las investigaciones®. Por su parte, Amnistia
Internacional y la mayoria de las ONG locales estiman que el nimero de mujeres
asesinadas en Ciudad Juarez desde 1993 es superior al cémputo de las
autoridades. En agosto de 2003, en su informe, Amnistia Internacional hablaba de
trescientos setenta casos. Cifra revisada al alza meses mas tarde, en marzo de
2004, y fijada en cuatrocientos diez, de los cuales al menos ciento treinta y siete
crimenes fueron de caracter sexual.

Sobre estos mas de cuatrocientos asesinatos, un centenar presenta
caracteristicas comunes. Sin embargo, las macabras estadisticas de Ciudad Juéarez
no se detienen ahi. Con la mirada perdida a lo lejos, la cabeza inclinada a un lado,
revolviendo nerviosamente con la cucharilla la taza de café, Oscar Maynez [a
criminologist and former director State forensic director of Chihuahua] suspira:
“No olvidemos las desaparecidas,” suelta de golpe levantando la voz. “Tenemos
muchas desapariciones, muchas jovenes de las que no se tienen noticias. (Estan
vivas? ;Han sido asesinadas? Sin cuerpo, no hay asesinato; sin asesinato, no hay
asesino. Es un problema sin fin.” Unas quinientas mujeres han sido clasificadas
como desaparecidas, segun varias fuentes locales. Pero, aun asi, la polémica no

cesa. (48-49)

We will come back to the “numbers game” in the conclusion of this dissertation, since
it is, sadly, one of the main aspects of the discourse of Ciudad Judrez (I still get the question

sometimes, when talking about this dissertation, and even from people who should know

%% Although we know, by now, that the very first file got lost: see the beginning of this chapter.
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better than asking, about how many dead women actually, exactly are there). Yet the numbers
themselves, however “adulterated” or debatable they are, are not the only way in which this
mechanism of denial manifests itself. The way the statistics are actually constructed is another
one, and the denial goes up to the highest spheres of representative political power in Mexico.
Take, for instance, the example of then President Vicente Fox, who around 2003, at the peak
of national and international unrest about the murders, created several notoriously
underfunded “commissions” and had appointed several “special prosecutors” without any
special powers in the past, ostensibly in order to investigate the feminicidios, and whose wife
once had, in 2002, dramatically appealed to the people of her country to stop the killings and

all violence against women (Ruiz n.pag.). These were, for instance, his words, in June 2004:

A los padres, a los hermanos, a los hijos o a los esposos de estas mexicanas
injustamente privadas de su vida, prometemos hacer cuanto podamos para que la
expresion “Ni una muerta mas” se convierta en realidad. Delante de ellos reitero
mi voluntad de continuar haciendo todo lo que esté en el poder de mi gobierno

para aclarar estos homicidios. (Qtd. in Fernandez and Rampal 141)

Let us set aside the fact that, arguably because of the sexist quirks of the Spanish
language, but very significantly in this context indeed, he addresses male subjects. Let us also
set aside, as well, the fact that he does not use any variation of the terms feminicidio or
femicidio Let us just compare this talk, which was not unique but rather common for him,
around that time, with what the same then President Fox declared on May 30, 2005, in the
context of a welcoming ceremony for the then Austrian president: “that the majority of the

cases of murders of women in Ciudad Juarez have been solved, and that the perpetrators have
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been convicted and put in jail”. Furthermore, in the same speech he exhorted his compatriots
to “look at it [the crime wave] in its proper dimension” (Ruiz n.pag.).

After all, Miguel Alvarez Ledesma, Fox' government's “special attorney”, concluded,
in a report finished in February 2006, that there was never a feminicidio at all, since it was
only possible to objectively prove the existence of forty-seven cases of desaparecidas. As for
the corpses, which according to his sources added up to 379, he claimed that most of them had
been the product of crimes that had already been solved and that had no connection with each
other. Besides, it was his belief that at least eighty percent of these murders could be
attributed to domestic violence, to begin with (Newton 34-35; Rahmsdorf n.pag.), as if
domestic violence were not or could not be a part of the phenomenon of the feminicidios.

The official story, then, or rather the different threads of the official story, had come
full circle, indeed, from denying the singularity of the crime wave, to using marginal,
disposable human beings as scapegoats for these crimes on other marginal, disposable human
beings, to announcing that the issue was under control —and that it had never been such a big
deal at all-, to denying the singularity of the crime wave and, indeed, the crime wave itself.

Needless to say, in the face of these highly influential official stories, as well as of the
obvious scapegoating performed during years by the State in order to convince public opinion
that it was acting in defense of the women of Ciudad Judrez when it was either paralyzed, in
the best case, or actually acting against them, in the worst, the civil society could not do
anything but develop other, alternative stories, and try to position them as truths. Today, over
20 years after the crime wave started, these alternative stories are by far the more popular and
the more widely believed ones. Sometimes, they are simply more believable than the absurd,
convoluted stories concocted by the State, like the whole complex of the supposed criminal
corporation Latif-Rebeldes-Choferes. Sometimes, they are just as absurd and convoluted, but,

given the choice between believing what the notoriously corrupt State tells you and believing,
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and at least giving the benefit of the doubt to what people ostensibly working against this
State tell you, what would you choose?

In a way, calling the narratives composed and advanced by different sectors and actors
of civil society to address and to explain the feminicidios ‘“‘alternative stories,” as opposed to
the “official stories” briefly recounted in the previous pages, is misleading. After all,
somewhat paradoxically the alternative stories of the discourse on Ciudad Juarez preceded the
official ones. Arguably, the very fact that we accept that there is a phenomenon here, that
there has been and still is a crime wave at work in Juarez, is the result of the first alternative
story on the issue, i.e. the story which, on the basis of undeniable, pervasive violence against
women in a sexist society undergoing traumatic social changes, constituted the phenomenon
while pretending to be describing it. It was Esther Chdvez Cano’s decision to start counting,
indeed, which created the feminicidios. Her story is then, probably, the single most influential
alternative story on the feminicidios, and she was (she died on Christmas Day, 2009),
unarguably, the single most influential individual in the discourse on Ciudad Juarez over the
last three decades. But why did she start to count?

Interestingly, she started not in 1993 but in 1992. Born in 1933 and, significantly, an
accountant by way of profession, Esther Chédvez Cano had been active in Mexican and
international feminist circles for decades when, in 1992, “when the bodies of women, often
several at a time, were found in the deserts or cotton fields around Ciudad Juérez, [she]
founded the Grupo 8 de Marzo” (Davison n.pag.). Formed as a coalition between 11 different
organizations that worked toward the advancement of women and in defense of women in a
violent patriarchal society, the group started its work months before the body of Alma Chavira
Parel was found. In fact, it was in the context of this work and its frustrations that she decided
to start minutely documenting instances of blatant violence against women and the

feminicidios were born:
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Esther tenia una mente matematica, su experiencia como contable le preparo6
para convertirse en la primera mexicana que llevo el registro y contabilizo, de
forma empirica pero impecable y detallada, todos y cada uno de los asesinatos de
nifias y mujeres en su estado. Fue ella quien nos sefial6 el camino, fue Esther
quien intuyé que las cloacas simbolicas no eran subterraneos callejeros sino
instituciones del Estado mexicano y colectivos de hombres capaces de asesinar
por placer y por poder. Fue ella quien apunt6 en su primera libreta los detalles de
coémo aparecian las victimas, de quiénes lo reportaban y qué autoridades hacian o
dejaban de hacer. Muy pronto ya no era una libreta sino varias ... Como una
contable decidida a no perder la cuenta de las ignominias y sus autores, Esther
escribi6 los nombres de aquellos que, teniendo poder para proteger la vida de las
mujeres y nifias, elegian ignorar sus asesinatos; aquellos que teniendo el poder
econdmico, politico y social para cambiar a México, elegian no hacerlo.

Esther los sefiald6 con la mano firme y la palabra justa y verdadera. (Cacho

n.pag.)

Almost single-handedly, then, Esther Chavez Cano shed light on violence against
women in Juarez, gave this phenomenon a logic by counting and grouping the crimes in a
single category, that of the feminicidios —even though, at that time, the term was by no means
hegemonic and not even she used it yet—, and jumpstarted, as it were, “the protests that made
this violence infamous around the world,” as Melissa W. Wright puts it in her 2010 article,
“Femicide, Mother-Activism, and the Geography of Protest in Northern Mexico,” in which
she also describes the following scene in which Chavez Cano talks about the context in which

she started her accounting work on the crime wave:
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“This silence terrifies me,” said Esther Chavez Cano, the director of Casa
Amiga, a rape crisis center in Ciudad Juérez, the city that borders El Paso, Texas.
The silence she refers to is the quiet surrounding the ongoing violence against
women in northern Mexico. “No one is protesting,” she said. “There are no press
conferences. No marches. It’s like we’re back in 1993.”

The year 1993 marks the beginning of what is widely recognized as northern
Mexico’s era of femicide (feminicidio) — the killing of women by persons granted
impunity. The year also marks the beginnings of the protests that made this
violence infamous around the world. As I listened to Esther, a woman in her mid-
seventies, while she lay on her sofa, preparing for another round of chemotherapy,
I wondered if 1 should state the obvious. “You know, Esther,” I said, “no one,
anywhere, protests violence against women on a regular basis”

“Well,” she said, “we used to.” (211)

As we will see in chapter III of this dissertation, Chavez Cano is not uncontroversial
among activists in Ciudad Judrez, by any means. If anything, and is so often the case with
prominent political figures from social movements and, more generally, from the left, she is
more controversial in the city where her main work took place than elsewhere. At the
international level, indeed, she is almost universally regarded as an inspiring, history-making
person that changed Juarez for the better. To quote an obituary of Chavez Cano written by
Eve Ensler, the famous activist and playwright who wrote The Vagina Monologues (see

chapter III) and who is a legendary figure of the global feminist movement in her own right:
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Esther Chavez Cano died early this morning, December 25, 2009. My heart hurts.
I cannot imagine this world without her. She was a fierce activist and a huge part
of our V-Day movement. She literally changed the world for women in Juérez,
bringing the struggle of the raped, the disappeared, the discarded women and girls
to global attention. She was tireless in her struggle, opening a transformational
center, Casa Amiga, where women were healed and empowered, taking on the
authorities, often endangering her own life. Even in these last years when she was
fighting cancer she remained in the struggle. One of my greatest memories of
Esther is when we marched together in Juarez, thousands coming from all over the
country and the world to demand justice and freedom. She gave her life for the
women and girls of Juarez. She taught me about service and humility and
kindness. She was a force in our movement, a leader and a beacon and we will

miss her terribly. (n.pag.)

She was a force, indeed: the force that, by an accounting act, contributed to the

crystallization of the discourse on Ciudad Juarez as no other person other than perhaps the

killers ever did, and also the woman who embodied the fight against the feminicidios more

than any other activist related to the dynamo of (alternative) stories”'.

Outside of activism as such and more clearly positioned in the realm of journalism —

albeit of openly committed, ostensibly critical journalism— there are some other “forces” who

have also acquired a certain degree of personal prominence within academic and literate

circles by creating, compiling, positing and mobilizing alternative stories that have partially

become the de facto leading hypotheses about the murders and their perpetrators. In the

*!'In chapter 2 of this dissertation, I will discuss how she and her work is read in Ciudad Juarez, and I will show
that she, somewhat surprisingly, is by no means regarded exclusively as a positive force in the fight against
feminicidio and gender violence in general.
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following pages, we will examine more closely parts of the work of two of these “forces,”
namely Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez and Diana Washington Valdez.

A Mexican journalist who, after stints as rock musician and screenwriter found his life
vocation as a researcher and as a chronicler of the feminicidios, Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez
published the non-fiction book Huesos en el desierto, which still constitutes one of the most
exhaustive studies on Ciudad Juarez' murders ever undertaken, in 2002. It is also, without a
doubt, one of the most popular studies on the subject, if not the most popular in terms of
influence and quotes, and one of the reasons of this popularity is, arguably, that the book
manages to sum up, in its 335 pages, virtually all possible theories that have yet been
advanced to answer the classical detective questions of “who”, “how”, and “why” related to
the crime wave. Moreover, Gonzalez Rodriguez even purports to “name names” in the book —
no small feat in a country whose State, as was explained before, seems to either ignore the
phenomenon, in the best case, or actively spare the ones who are responsible for it, in the
worst. As we will now see, however, his reputation for “naming names” is more complicated
than that.

Thus, the official story is told in the book —and it sounds as implausible in Huesos en
el desierto as it did in the previous pages, a fact the author is very well aware of— but also the
snuff movies theory, according to which the young women are tortured and killed in front of
film cameras for the visual consumption of their deaths by rich gentlemen in Europe and the
United States. The organ trade theory, which probably does not need further explanation, is
also mentioned (130). Even obscure “narcosatanic” rituals, supposedly performed by very
high positioned bosses of the drug trade who have been perverted through and through by
their own way-of-life and by their own incredible amounts of money, are postulated as the
proto-religious, and indeed thoroughly magical, context in which these murders take place

(68£F).
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Drug money seems to be, in fact, the big corrupter in the imaginary of Ciudad Juérez
and, in fact, of Northern Mexico as a whole (Huesos en el desierto 242; Torrans 27), since it
not only is presumed to be the means by which these drug traffickers pay for their total
immunity, corrupting the police and the whole state in the process, but also the substance they
are really addicted to, along with the complete border society. It is a substance that drives
them crazy — according to one of the popular theories —albeit, granted, not one favored by
Huesos en el desierto— it leads them downright to Satanism. Money is, additionally, and of
course, the means used by the bosses, the people who pull the strings or, more precisely, the
people who cut the desaparecidas’ strings of life, to pay the murderers themselves, the “low
rank” criminals who actually get their hands dirty with the young women's blood.

In short, Huesos en el desierto displays the alternative stories about the Ciudad Juérez
murders as an already full-fledged conspiracy theory. In other words, it shows how —and
reproduces how— civil society, in its otherwise perfectly understandable anti-establishment
impetus, as well as in its open attempt to create an alternative version to the —clearly false—
official story, gives the whole phenomenon an inner logic and a nearly individual intention, as
if the crime wave itself was the work of an individual person or at least of an individual entity,
of an entity that can be detected, identified, separated from the multiplicity of the hologram of
history, and blamed on the violent events. If anything, however, this vision makes even the
official version look, at once, plausible in comparison. For if the Sharif screenplay is
certainly, at least at some level, a frame-up —a certainty later reinforced by the plots related to
“Los Rebeldes” and “Los Choferes”—, the story about the organs does not hold better, since
the corpses, quite simply, do not lack any organs. As for the snuff movies, no one has ever
found an exemplar of such a film genre (Huffschmid n.pag.). Nonetheless, the legend about

their existence has been haunting the cultural unconscious of the so-called Western world
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since at least the 1970s (Williams 189ff; Bougie 90-95)*2. After all, there is a reason why
everybody knows what a snuff movie is supposed to be, even without having seen one or
having read about the so-called genre. The latest stellar appearance of this haunting legend
called the snuff movie genre has taken place, undoubtedly, in the discourse of Ciudad Juarez.
Finally, the claim that the spectacular murders may be performed during
“narcosatanic” rituals is spectacular in its own right. As made clear by his declarations for the
Spanish news agency EFE, Gonzalez Rodriguez does not completely discard the possibility
that this “folk-religion” (the existence of which he never seems to doubt), created by drug
money and by sexual perversion, and rather well organized in “logias”, is the cause of the
crimes: “Son homicidios orgiasticos, con ritos sexuales y una capacidad de perfeccionamiento
sadico muy fuerte” (Pérez-Espino n.pag.). In fact, his unbreakable belief in this underground
movement that touches and corrupts all spheres of society, but which obviously stems from
“the highness” or from high political and economic powers, is nothing less than paranoid, as
is the following statement by him, quoted in an article called “El Mal habita en México” and
published in the Catalonian newspaper La Vanguardia: “s6lo con la informacion que contiene
mi libro, este caso [the whole complex of the feminicidios, nothing less] podria resolverse en
un plazo breve, si hubiera realmente voluntad” (qtd. in Pérez-Espino 87). Gonzalez
Rodriguez, then, seems to be convinced that the truth is already out there (it is in his book,
after all), as well as that the individual culprit has been identified, but there is just no “will” to
act on this information, for reasons that, like the thesis of the conscious collusion between the
killers and the seemingly monolithic block of State authorities (of all levels), require paranoid
explanations of their own, which lead to other questions that also have to be answered using
this way of understanding and representing reality through the simplification of complex

phenomena into easily grasped narratives, and so on and so forth.

** That legend has also been promoted by academic articles like Beverley Labelle’s “Snuff: The Ultimate in
Woman Hating,” published in 1992 in Femicide: The Politics of Woman Killing, i.e. the very book in which the
term femicide was coined.
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It is not just a matter of his personally being convinced, however, but of this story
being tremendously influential in the whole discursive landscape of the country, which is both
the reason Gonzalez Rodriguez believes in it and a result of his believing in it as well. David
Rodriguez Torres, for example, federal representative of the right-wing Partido de Accion
Nacional (then-President Fox' party), denounced that “[l]os asesinatos de cerca de 300
mujeres, mas que un problema de seguridad publica en esa region se debe [sic] a la presencia
de bandas de traficantes de organos y grupos de narcosatdnicos.” For its part, one of the
capital's newspapers, La Jornada, reported the finding of a mass grave in Ciudad Judrez'
vicinity, emphasizing the way in which the hair of eight female corpses had been identically
cut, as well as the way a triangle of flesh had been taken off the genitals' area of several of
those bodies. Mysteriously —or incongruently— enough, the note explained that these
mutilations “hace[n] pensar en ritos satanicos (en oriente el tridngulo es simbolo de la ultra
derecha)” (Granados 100).

As an enormously influential figure in the discourse on Ciudad Juarez, then, Gonzalez
Rodriguez has made a career out of chronicling violence against women in the city and
mobilizing alternative stories about them that openly contravene the clearly fraudulent official
ones offered by the State. He has won prizes for his essays, he has been invited to multiple
conferences and events in different countries and, perhaps more tellingly, he appears as a
character in two of the most important novels written about the feminicidios, namely Roberto
Bolafio’s 2666 and Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s Desert Blood: The Judrez Murders, both of which
will be discussed at length in chapter VI of this dissertation. His books have been translated to
several languages and he is, in sum, a minor celebrity in Mexican and international
journalistic circles, as well as a a major one in circles of people of any profession and culture
who are interested in the crime wave. Surprisingly enough, however, neither Huesos en el

desierto nor any of his other, less famous books on the subject was ever translated into
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English, so that the very first essay of his that appeared in that language was The Femicide
Machine (2002), a sort of synthesis of his previous analyses of the murders and of his
previous investigations aimed at revealing the truth about Ciudad Juérez, finding the culprits,
and making them accountable.

No stranger to hyperbole, Gonzalez Rodriguez defines femicide machine, here, as “an
apparatus that didn’t just create the conditions for the murders of dozens of women and little
girls, but developed the institutions that guaranteed impunity for those crimes and even
legalized them” (7, my emphasis), as if the killings had been, in fact, legalized and, at the risk
of being too redundant, as if they were now legal. This is, of course, inaccurate: even if one is
to grant, for the sake of the argument, that impunity constitutes some kind of tacit sanction of
the crimes, and thus that those crimes are accepted and not considered properly illegal, the
killing of women has not been formally legalized in Mexico, and neither does it look like it is
going to be legalized in the near future (that it is not prosecuted or combatted the way it is
supposed to be, according to the self-image of the Mexican State, is a different matter). It is
also unnecessarily polemical, since the point about the institutional character of the crime
wave and of the State’s response to it had already been made.

Gonzélez Rodriguez correctly assesses, though, a series of factors that contribute to

violence at the U.S.-Mexican border and, more particularly, to the feminicidios:

Ciudad Judrez’s femicide machine is composed of hatred and misogynistic
violence, machismo, power and patriarchal reaffirmations that take place at the
margins of the law or within a law of complicity between criminals, police,
military, government officials, and citizens who constitute an a-legal old-boy

network. Consequently, the machine enjoys discrete protection from individuals,
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groups, and institutions that in turn offer judicial and political impunity, as well as
supremacy over the State and the law.

The femicide machine applies its force upon institutions via direct action,
intimidation, ideological sympathy, inertia, and indifference. This prolongs its

own dominance, and guarantees its own unending reproducibility. (11)

This passage appears to be broadly adequate to the complexity of the social
phenomenon being studied, and other passages are, to be fair, truly inspiring and original,
such as the one where he writes that, “[i]n the past half-century, Ciudad Judrez gave birth to
four cities in one: the city as a northern Mexican border town/United States’ backyard; the
city inscribed in the global economy; the city as a theater of operations for the war on drugs;
and the femicide city” (11-12). Regrettably, however, Gonzalez Rodriguez soon proceeds to
start searching for answers instead of just chronicling, which leads him to the sort of easy,
spectacular answers that he already favored, embraced and posited as facts in Huesos en el
desierto, although the ten years that have passed between both books seem to have moderated,
at least at first, his temperament and his tone, somehow, so that the answers provided here,
while offering culprits, are closer to systemic analyzes than to the mere, sometimes
outrageous, conjectures that produced scandals for the sake of scandals in Huesos en el
desierto. He begins, for example, with a general speculation that, while attributing a
consciousness to the killers that is hard or impossible to proof, sounds reasonable

nevertheless, like this:

Systematic actions against women bear the signs of a campaign: They smack of

turf war, of the land’s rape and subjugation. These acts imply a strategic

reterritorialization, as real as it is symbolic, that includes capital property
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(contractors, shopping centers, industrial parks, basic services) and the possession
of public space through ubiquitous occupation. Ultimately, what is expressed is
the sovereign authority to determine urban life at the cost of the citizenry’s slow

and steady impoverishment. (12-13)

Then, suddenly, it turns into something like this: “It is possible that other femicide
machines are now gestating in other Mexican cities and elsewhere on the planet” (14).
Besides pointing out the implicit, extreme othering of Juarez as a unique place without ties of
similarity to other places and, thus, without context, that is taking place in this short passage, [
want to suggest that, in it, the achievement of an ominous, threatening tone seems to be more
important than any factual accuracy or even clarity as of what it is that is being stated, as well.
All of which, in turn, soon leads us to speculations like the following one, which, all its
elegant language and baleful tone notwithstanding, merely rehashes one of the most widely
theories about the feminicidios ever proposed, namely that they are toxic masculinity’s
reaction to women’s new roles in society (see chapter IV of this dissertation for more on this

thesis):

Women -above all, working women— moved into the role of the urban
protagonist, a role as direct as it was subliminal. The presence of women in the
home, on the street, in factories, and in spaces used for relaxation and leisure
unleashed men’s hatred.

Civil coexistence turned into gender harassment and aggression. A risk group —
working women, girls, female students, and young women looking for work—
emerged within the urban territory, inhabiting dangerous zones and corridors. In

the absence of a framework of gender equality, relationships of power and
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exploitation, asymmetry, and contradiction were imposed. The population
incarnates a human terrarium for the maquiladoras that congregate in the city.

Bio-political territory par excellence: the body as the objective of power. (28-29)

But how does Gonzalez Rodriguez know that it was “the presence of women in the
home,” for instance, that really “unleashed men’s hatred” in all cases? What would that even
mean, given that this presence had always been there? And what to make of his assertion that
“civil coexistence turned into gender harassment and aggression,” which seems to suggest that
there used to be a time of peaceful, carefully balanced gender relations in Juarez which was
ended by women’s irruption in all spheres (even “in the home™!) and only then elicited a
violent backlash? Is this not an instance of idealizing the past in order to somehow make
sense of a present that does not make sense? What is the logical conclusion of that train of
thought? Make Mexico great again?

It gets worse. On the one hand, for Gonzalez Rodriguez, Mexico is a police state, or in
the verge of becoming one: “The use of gang members and former police officers to carry out
acts of intimidation and extermination against civilians serves to support the government’s
strategy of installing a police state, subject to military and paramilitary practices” (45). On the
other hand, the Mexican State is, for him, almost as inefficient, and indeed incompetent, as
the Keystone Cops: “Rule of law does not exist in Mexico, just as it is absent in Ciudad
Juarez ... The international prestige enjoyed by Mexican drug traffickers is an emblem of the
government’s failed war on organized crime. The government has reduced itself to making
arrests and seizures ... Institutional inefficiency and corruption are decisive factors in
Mexico’s failed war on drugs” (46-48). Moreover, the killings have, for the author, something
to do with both the maquiladoras and... some sort of undefined, vaguely horrific ancient rites

(it is not very clear): “Above all, manufacturing-assembly —la maquila— becomes a symbol,
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and the conduct within it attains a productive ritual status, similar in many ways to ancient
societies’ rituals regarding the sacred” (29). Finally, Gonzélez Rodriguez gives up on the
effort of staying away from putting blame on single culprits and starts to simply present
conjectures as facts, just as he prominently and often did in Huesos en el desierto. To make
matters worse, and just as it was in that other book of his, the conjectures he bets on manage
to be both incredibly specific and incredibly vague, so that he keeps up his reputation of

naming names without actually naming any concrete ones:

The phenomenon of female homicides in Ciudad Juédrez began to be denounced
in 1993. There is evidence these crimes began years before. Why were they
murdered? For the pleasure of killing women who were poor and defenseless.

How many victims have there been? Of the 400 women and girls killed for
various reasons from 1993 to the present, at least 100 murders were committed in
tandem with extreme sexual violence. The lack of reliable information from the
authorities is part of the problem.

Who killed them? Drug traffickers, complicit with individuals who enjoy
political and economic power.

Where and how did the events take place? The victims were abducted from the
streets of Ciudad Juarez and taken by force into safe houses where they were
raped, tortured, and murdered at stag parties and orgies ...

There is no mystery about these murders beyond the failure of Mexican

authorities to undertake any in-depth investigation of these crimes. (71-72)

If only Mexican authorities would turn on those generic “drug traffickers [and]

individuals who enjoy political and economic power” and storm their “stag parties,” the crime
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wave could be solved in days! Talk about easy answers for complex social phenomena! I am
not trying to deny that there is the proverbial grain of truth in all these assertions and
hypotheses. Rather, I am trying to point out that Gonzéalez Rodriguez is notorious for his
tendency to treat imprecise, clichéd notions as obvious, albeit alternative, truths, as well as for
his lack of sources and even conventional logic when proposing truly extraordinary theories
which, to be believed, would require to be backed up by some kind of proof, but which he and
his supporters expect readers to believe uncritically, at their word. This is a problematic
methodology that, on the one hand, resembles the State method of fabricating truths and
confessions in order to “solve” the problems purely for political gains. On the other hand, it is
a methodology that, just as in the case of the State narratives, and no matter how well
intentioned he personally and professionally might be (in contradistinction to said State),
invalidates much of what Gonzalez Rodriguez writes and makes. As our examination of both
Huesos en el desierto and The Femicide Machine have shown, this methodology is also
neither a freak occurrence in an otherwise sound theory nor a secondary feature that can be
ignored for the sake of the argument, but it is the basis of the theory itself, it is the argument
itself. As if that were not enough, it leads to such thoroughly unredeemable passages, in
which the lack of clarity and Gonzalez Rodriguez’ propensity to deal in paranoid visions and

conspiracy theories is on full display:

Atop Cerro Bola, overlooking Ciudad Judrez on the border of El Paso, a
triangle formed by stones nearly ten feet long on each side was discovered in the
year 2000. Near there, not long before, the bodies of at least two murdered women
bearing signs of strangulation, sexual abuse, and torture were discovered.

The triangle was formed, along with larger rocks at four points, by 46 stones on

each side (46 x 3=138; 1 +3 +8=12; 1 +2 = 3). Its base featured a nearly foot-
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wide opening. The apex faced south, and the opening at the base pointed north, to
the United States. The rocks were an offering shaped like a heart, simultaneously
parodying the Holy Trinity. The recurrence of threes and fours (3 x 4 = 12) seems
to be a temporal allusion of the number 12 — 12 months? 12 years? About 500
paces were measured between the stones and where the two victims were found.
Inside the triangle, the land had been cleared of vegetation, and the remains of a

bonfire were found to one side of the triangle. (89-90)

Another celebrity in the circles of international journalism, in general, and of the
search for the truth about the feminicidios, in particular, is Diana Washington Valdez.
Internationally, in fact, she is way better known than Sergio Gonzalez Rodriguez, since she is
a journalist from El Paso who writes mostly in English (although also in Spanish) and has,
thus, immediate access to publishing circuits that were closed to Gonzalez Rodriguez until
recently (as was mentioned before, his first book translated into English appeared only in
2012). As a reporter for £l Paso Times, she began writing articles on the crime wave in 2002,
and her interest in the topic, as well as her commitment to try to publicize it and in that way
help to stop the murders, grew into a whole new career dedicated exclusively to it. In 2005,
she published an influential book titled Cosecha de mujeres: Safari en el desierto mexicano,
which compiled her articles on Ciudad Judrez and expanded them to create a whole tapestry
of violence against women, mysterious killers, and State-sanctioned impunity. In 2007, the
book was edited, translated and also significantly expanded into a longer one titled 7The
Killing Fields: Harvest of Women.

She is now most famous for this latter book. But this is not necessarily a good thing,
for her. According to the promotional materials for the book, at least, Washington Valdez has

been subjected to various death threats and other forms of intimidation as a result of the
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publication of The Killing Fields (“‘The Killing Fields’ was my Signature Project” n.pag.).
Regardless, the text continues, “instead of backing off, she decided to continue informing the
rest of the world about what was taking place in Mexico.” And how could she not? After all,
according to the same account, “Dr. Stanley Krippner, a psychologist in California with
intimate knowledge of the Juarez crimes, attributed a decrease in some of the murders to her
expose” (n.pag.).

It is perhaps worth mentioning that Stanley Krippner is a parapsychologist who has
written extensively on “dream telepathy” and “psychic powers,” among other unorthodox
techniques, as even the most cursory online search can show. Moreover, the threats that are
mentioned in the materials were made, even according to said materials, by unnamed drug
barons, Mexican officials and, more vaguely and more ominously, “a powerful citizen of
Mexico.” The external source that this text provides to check for the veracity of this story is

3

the testimony of equally unnamed “FBI agents” who “were present at one of her book
signings in El Paso, Texas, and later revealed to [Washington Valdez] that the drug cartel
planned to send people to the event to confront her.” Luckily, the materials continue, “[t]he
FBI said the cartel people showed up, looked around but left the bookstore without
approaching her.” Remember: these are the ruthless culprits of the largest and cruelest crime
wave of contemporary history. These are the people whose murderous plots she “uncovered,”
according to the promotional materials of her book, and should have every reason to at least

2

“confront her,” indeed. It does not help that, judging from the fact that these promotional
materials can literally only be found on her own blog (dianawashingtonvaldez.blogspot.com)
and on her Amazon page, as well as that there is no other author attributed to them, everything
seems to lead to the conclusion that the author is Washington Valdez herself. Which makes it

all the more bizarre, by the way, that the text includes a passage that states that, even today,

“people who read the series [of articles on Ciudad Juérez] and her books are amazed that one
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reporter could carry out such a vast project single-handedly” (“‘The Killing Fields” was my
Signature Project” n.pag.).

This is the world of Diana Washington Valdez, a reporter who has been hyperbolically
praised by scholars like Ileana Rodriguez and many others (see chapter IV of this
dissertation), but who seems to be truly —and there is no way around it, once you actually read
her books— a con artist, a person who is trying to persuade others (in this case, her readers and
the attendants to her talks) to believe the things she wants them to believe in order to make a
profit. In his own book, This Love is Not for Cowards: Salvation and Soccer in Ciudad
Judrez, published in 2012 and partially based on his own essay from 2011, “The Dead
Women of Juéarez,” the Judrez-based American journalist, Robert Andrew Powell, demolishes
Washington Valdez’ pretensions that what she does is serious research, let alone one that

should elicit “amazement” from the people who read its results:

Washington Valdez got into the femicide business relatively late. Esther
Chavez started tracking the murders of women in 1993, yet it wasn’t until 2002
that Washington Valdez published “Death Stalks the Border,” a series in her
newspaper. That series led to her book, in which she claims to have solved the
femicide crimes. I’ve read the book. Apparently, the killings of women were part
of a circuit of orgies by prominent Juarez families. I say “apparently” because she
does not name any of these families, nor any of her sources, nor any women
specifically killed at an orgy. The book concludes in a Mexico City coffee shop.
Washington Valdez meets with an unnamed source, a man talking in a shadowy
way about a party he attended with unnamed powerful people. At the party, says

the unnamed source, he learned that the state of Chihuahua had been sold to
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“bloodthirsty” Colombian narcos, some of whom “were known to practice
human-sacrifice” rituals.

But in televised interviews for NPR and other media that are available online,
as well as in her frequent speeches at universities and NGOs worldwide (in the
aforementioned promotional materials that appear on her own blog, it is said that
she “has traveled to more than 30 cities and to others countries [sic] to speak
about the murders”), she also mobilizes other theories and explanations that are,
however, by no means less bizarre: sometimes, as in a 2003 interview, “The best
information we have is that these men are committing crimes simply for the sport
of it;” a couple years later, organ trafficking is the name of the game. “Important
people” or “powerful persons” are usually the culprits, though, but they always
remain nameless: “Eventually, I learned that several Mexican federal investigators
[also nameless] had looked into the women’s murders, and their findings were
conclusive. I also discovered that two Chihuahua State officials had tried without
success to investigate a ‘junior,” the scion of a wealthy Mexican family, in
connection with the Juarez crimes” (Washington Valdez 220); “Two of the
‘juniors’ [both nameless] have appeared in photographs with the Mexican
president. Federal sources said they were uncertain that Fox knows about the
‘juniors,” but that several of his [nameless] subordinates were informed” (225);
“Sergio Rueda, a Juarez psychologist who collaborates with [the aforementioned
parapsychologist] Krippner [an ‘expert’ in telepathy], said, “We probably have
two or three people who practice the sexual sacrifice of their victims. The modus
operandi might vary, but the goal is always the same — to sacrifice the victim’”
(229); “’Our informants tell us that they are still killing women in Juarez,” an FBI

official said, ‘except that now they are disposing of them in different ways. They
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are dismembering their bodies and are feeding the body parts to hogs at a ranch.

299

Why hogs? Because hogs will eat anything’” (230). These are just some random
examples of instances in which it is obvious, for any critical reader at list, that this

is tabloid-worthy journalism at best; the list of such vague but ominous statements

can easily be expanded.

Similarly, in a list of possible explanations for the crime wave that Washington Valdez
reads on camera in a YouTube video, and which she has, according to Powell, used at several

conferences, she remains conveniently opaque:

- Drug dealers killed women with impunity, including to even celebrate
successful crossings of drugs across the border.

- Violent gangs that have killed women to initiate new members.

- Two or more serial killers who are still loose, never been arrested.

- A group of powerful men who killed women at different times for
different reasons.

- And then you have your copycats who have taken advantage of this

situation to hide their own murders. (This Love is Not for Cowards 189)

With some noticeable degree of exasperation, Powell writes the following about this

list:

Powerful men killing women at different times for different reasons? That sure is

broad. Serial killers? An FBI investigation in 1999 concluded that the sex crimes

were probably committed by many different men who did not know each other.
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“It would be irresponsible to state that a serial killer is loose in Juarez,” the
agency reported. Reading her book and her articles on femicide and watching all
her videos on YouTube, I started to wonder if maybe Washington Valdez is being
pranked. That perhaps one of her unnamed sources told her that a serial killer was
murdering women for blood sport just to see if she’d run with it. Orgies involving
los juniors, the offspring of the wealthy elite? Harvesting of organs? Her
published theories lack any possible path to reinvestigation. They can’t be

checked out in any way. (This Love is Not for Cowards 189)

As for the threats which Washington Valdez claims to have received, Powell’s

comment on that is this anecdote:

Three times in our interview she said she couldn’t answer a specific question
because “it would put [her] in too much danger.” She tells me she can’t go into
Juarez anymore for her own safety. She’s grown too high profile, she later told a
reporter at Fox news. For the life of me I can’t see why she’d be a target. In eight
years of writing about femicide in Judrez, I don’t know that she’s ever named
even a suspect in even one single murder. Has anyone ever been harmed by
anything she’s written?

I’m of the opinion that it’s in her own interest to play up the danger.
Spookiness is central to her appeal. She’s invited to travel the world on the
femicide speaking circuit because she plays to the mystery. Since none of the
murders have been solved, none of her theories can be proven wrong. (“The Dead

Women of Juarez” location 390)

86



Ponce-Cordero

Thus, Washington Valdez has achieved a fascinating position within the discourse on
Ciudad Juarez, given that she is one of the most prominent mobilizers of alternative stories
about the crimes who has managed to convince large parts of the academic world (see chapter
IV of this dissertation) and of the public opinion in general of exceedingly bizarre,
implausible theories about the feminicidios, all the while presenting herself as a courageous
investigative journalist who fights the power, risks her life and uncovers the truth about the
murders without ever, not a single time, being specific or opening herself and her work to
conventional fact-checking or accountability. It is my educated opinion that Powell is wrong:
She is not being pranked, or at least that is not the most likely explanation for her career.
Rather, and as I already said above, she should be regarded as a con artist.

But she is a very good con artist, indeed: her stories are influential and she has been
able to put them in the center of the discourse on Ciudad Juarez, where they had been
conferred the status of truth as a result of her efforts. The stories are fiction, just like all the
other ones discussed here, but in this case they are so outrageous, in this case, and so
outrageously mobilized, so transparently mobilized for the sake of achieving symbolic and
material rewards and praise, that they highlight their own fictional character and, thus, should
potentially serve as examples of the mechanisms in which truth is constructed out of
obviously “untrue” accounts. For the time being, however, Washington Valdez is still
considered an expert in the feminicidios and mostly lauded for her groundbreaking, revelatory
work at that. We are still deep in the discourse on Ciudad Juérez, in other words, and this
discourse is constituted mainly by alternative stories on the crimes.

As regards the stories told by the families of the desaparecidas, which are
conspicuously let aside by both Gonzalez Rodriguez’ and Washington Valdez’ account of the
events (Pérez-Espino s/n), no single narrative can be found among them, but rather a plethora

of different explanations that are perhaps best documented in www.mujeresdejuarez.org, the
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website of the organization Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa. This association, created in
2001, is dedicated to promote “justice” in Ciudad Judrez, both in the juristic and in the social
sense of the term.

The organization's main story, if there is one, is one that resembles Washington
Valdez’ and that differs from Gonzéalez Rodriguez' one only inasmuch as it gets rid of its
Satanic elements and puts the whole weight of the guilt on the purely sexual perversion
created by money, since this financial power make the criminals know that they can literally
do whatever they want to do and still will “get away with it”. In this version, thus, the crime
wave is, at least to a great part, the work of “blood-lusting gangs hunting [the young women]
like prey”, in the words of Washington Valdez. Or, as the former deputy federal attorney
general Jorge Campos Murillo formulated it in 2002, “the slayings were committed by
juniors' — sons of wealthy Mexican families whose money and connections had spared them
from prosecution” (Newton 21).

As if to underscore that the people responsible for the murders are untouchable, and in
fact that the political class and the high finances of Mexico have a stake in protecting them,
the organization’s main enemy is the State, usually because of its inertia, which is so
pronounced that it can also be called negligence. As a mother of a disappeared girl stated, “I
am sure the state police of Chihuahua know what happened to these girls. / want to know”
(Chute n.pag.).

The State negligence, however, often even turns into open hostility and into
harassment of the active members of Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa and other human
rights non-governmental organizations by the police. Marisela Ortiz, for instance, one of the
founding members of Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa, has been repeatedly threatened with
death and, worst, with the disappearance of her three daughters (who had to exile themselves

from the city as a result) for trying to get at the core of the phenomenon. In 2006, she reported
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that the chicanery had somehow decreased — which, it goes without saying, she then
attributed, at least partially, to the self-defense mechanisms of the State machinery, worried
about its image and under constant pressure both at home and abroad. “On the other hand”,
she nuanced, “we are treated with total indifference, now” (Rahmsdorf n.pag., my
translation).

Maybe the State is indifferent, now, because the peak of concern for the crime
wave of Ciudad Juarez seems indeed to have already passed. One could argue that this peak
occurred, roughly, around the year 2003 (see chapter III of this dissertation for more on this
specific date), or in other words between the moment the phenomenon raided the national and
international consciousness, which manifested itself in the first overtly political protests
against impunity in Mexico, and the invention —or rather the canonization— of the alternative
official truth(s) by both Gonzalez Rodriguez, Washington Valdez, the political activists of the
area, and others. It is, discursively, as if nothing special had happened since then, apart from
the fact that more women have been killed and that there is no end in sight. Even the accounts
of the killings in the Internet usually end around the year 2003 or 2004, as if the truth(s) had
been established once and for all back then: capitalism, imperialism, machismo, drug traffic,
corruption, gang violence, sexual perversion, and Satanism, not to say a transnational ring of
snuff movie producers, among other evils, are guilty. It is all very clear and, at the same time,
opaque.

All there has been, since then, is the constant repetition of these same truths, the
constant spinning of the stories, as if to mimic the constant repetition of murders that are, or at
least the story goes that way, basically identical. However, there has been, in fact, a timid but
significant migration of these stories from the terrain of police work and investigation by the
mourners to the realm of mass culture or pop culture, too. This migration, which has been

exemplified with the mention of Tori Amos’ song “Judrez” and Bolafio’s “definitive novel”
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above, includes also the books by Gonzalez Rodriguez and Washington Valdez, as well as the
2004 corrido “Las mujeres de Juarez” by Mexican superstars Los Tigres del Norte, among
many documentaries and reportages, somehow anticlimactically ended up in the production of
Bordertown, a 2007 movie starring Jennifer Lopez and Antonio Banderas. “Based on the true
story”, this film was released in Europe with less than satisfactory results. In the US, it went
directly to DVD, as it was —probably rightly— considered that it would flop in the cinema. For
all their mysteriousness, for all their spectacular aspects, and for all the legacy of human pain
they have left behind, then, the crimes of Ciudad Juérez are just a niche product in the market
of historic mysteries that remain to be solved and, quite obviously, will never be, because
their whole point is being unsolvable and being a dynamo that bundles stories and sets them
in motion.

In the case of the Ciudad Juarez’ phenomenon, moreover, one can say that it is a
dynamo that not only mobilizes stories about crimes that leave, then, real corpses as residues,
as well as a dynamo that transports this stories into narratives that clearly belong to the pop
cultural mainstream, but also one that, from the very beginning of the crime wave,
prominently included stories in which the murders themselves were immediately interpreted
through the lens of pop and mass culture. That life on the border between the US and Mexico
has been called “a twilight zone”, for instance, was already mentioned. Furthermore, both the
people’s and the authority’s initial certainty of having to deal with a serial killer can be related
with the pervasive popularity of the psycho’s figure in the early 1990s, due to the success of
The Silence of the Lambs and other films and books, as well as to the resolution of some
spectacular criminal cases in different countries of the world (Gonzalez Rodriguez141Y).

Perhaps one of the most densely concentrated examples thereof is the following one,

taken from the article “Ciudad Juarez y el miedo,” written by Yéffim Gero Fong to denounce
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feminicidio in the most drastic terms and published in 2007 on a webpage recommended by

Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa:

Si, podria ser el guion de una pelicula de terror, la historia podria girar en torno a
un grupo de muchachos y muchachas que sin padres o sin quien se ocupe de ellos,
padres alcoholicos, enfermos, miserables, locos o trabajadores de noche, van
cayendo en manos de "los guardianes del orden y la moral", los policias como
monstruos depredadores de nifios y atras de todo una secta fanatica religiosa, de
esas que gustan de violar nifios, con cardenales y todo, un casi imposible hibrido
entre Los olvidados de Luis Bufiuel, Sin City de Bob Rodriguez, La ciudad de los
nifios perdidos de Jean Pierre Jeunet y Marc Caro y Hostal de Eli Roth, usted
saque sus propias conclusiones de como se pueden sintetizar estas cuatro peliculas

en el contexto de Ciudad Judrez. No cabe duda que la realidad supera a la ficcion.

(n.pag.)

In his book, Chamanismo, colonialismo y el hombre salvaje: Un estudio sobre el
terror y la curacion, which deals with the mediation of terror through narratives (stories) and
with narratives (stories) as instruments to resist terror, Michael Taussig points out that “terror
cultures” feed upon both silence and the mythical character of the voices that break that

silence:

[E]sta claro que las culturas del terror se alimentan por la mezcla de silencio y

mito donde el énfasis fanatico en el costado misterioso de lo misterioso florece

por medio de rumores entretejidos finamente en la telarana del realismo magico.
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Esta también claro que el victimario necesita a la victima para crear la verdad,

objetivando la fantasia en el discurso del otro. (30)

In order to effectively combat terror cultures, then, it is not enough to speak up, or to
make the unspeakable speakable, since such a process of speaking up, when framed in
magical, mythical, or paranoid terms, can very well favor the ruling relations of power and
reinforce the mysteries, myths, and rumours that give the governing groups and sectors of
society an aura of untouchability and greatness, even if that greatness is based on fear and

violence:

Claro estd que el deseo del torturador es prosaico: adquirir informacion, actuar de
concierto con estrategias econdmicas a gran escala elaboradas por los maestros de
las finanzas y por las exigencias de la produccién. Pero existe también la
necesidad de controlar poblaciones masivas, clases sociales enteras, incluso

naciones, mediante la elaboracion cultural del miedo. (30)

Taussig does not, however, stand for a positivistic perspective that seeks to
counterpose facts or truth to myth or magic. He is definitely no advocate of any kind of
debunking project in the traditionally skeptical sense. Rather, he understands that myth is,
depending on the context it is mobilized and on who mobilizes it and what for, both a power
stabilizing force that can be used to strengthen terror cultures and also a potentially subversive
tool against terror. It is not just that myth is inescapable, then, in his view, but further that the
“mythical subversion of myth” can contribute to the fight against terror if it is practiced by
engaging with myth in a serious, intimate way, and not from a skeptical distance. Embracing

myth in order to subvert it, in other words, or going all the way toward Kurtz’ madness —to
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borrow from Taussig’s discussion of Joseph Conrad’s novel, Heart of Darkness— so that one
can actually experience it, offers alternative myths that question the ones upon terror cultures

are based and break the silence mentioned above in a way that points toward emancipation:

Pero tal vez ahi esta la clave: la subversion mitica del mito, en este caso del
moderno mito imperialista, requiere que se dejen intactas las amigiiedades —la
grandeza del horror que es Kurtz, las brumas del terror, la estética de la violencia
y el complejo de deseo y represion suscitado constantemente por el primitivismo—.
Aqui el mito no esta “explicado” como para que pueda “desecharse”, como en los
melancolicos intentos de la ciencia social. En cambio se le muestra como algo que
uno debe explorar por si mismo, abriendo un camino cada vez mas profundo por
el corazon de las tinieblas hasta que uno sienta lo que esta en juego, la locura de la
pasion. Esto es muy distinto a moralizar desde la barrera o a plantear las
contradicciones involucradas, como si el tipo de conocimiento que nos ocupa no
fuera en cierta forma conocimiento y poder al tiempo, e inmune por lo tanto a

tales procedimientos. (33-34)

Thus, what Taussig seems to be claiming is that terror, far from being only predicated
on silence, also emerges from myths that instill fear and respect in subjects victimized by this
terror; significantly, however, the mythical structures can and should be subverted and used
for resistance against terror through the mobilization of other, emancipatory myths. I contend
that this view, mutatis mutandis, can be applied to the discourse on Ciudad Juarez. That is,
indeed, what I have been doing in this chapter so far, postulating that the alternative stories on
the feminicidios mirror the official stories in their methodology and in their drive toward

finding individual culprits for rather large, ungraspable phenomena, but still constitute
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expressions of the will of the victims of gender violence and their allies to fight against said
violence and create the actually livable living conditions for women, even if attaining that
goal demands the mobilization of paranoid narratives with no relation to “facts.” Moreover,
this process all but demolishes any conceptual wall that might still residually exist between
real facts and their representation in stories, both in the case of the discourse on Judrez, in
which, I have argued, the stories cloud the access to the corpses and, thus, are the only
remaining facts, and in the cases studied by Taussig (terror cultures in the history of
exploitation of natural resources in the Amazonia), as he himself articulates it: “Esta cadena
de cuestionamientos supone un mundo divisible en hechos reales y en la mera representacion
de hechos reales, como si los medios de representacion fueran un mero instrumento y no una
fuente de experiencia” (59).

The concept of experience, used by Taussig in this passage, leads us to Walter
Benjamin’s theorizing and, since our topic is the stories we tell in order to make sense of the
world, to his influential essay, “The Storyteller,” originally published in 1936. There,
Benjamin famously asserts that, in modern times (and, by extension, in postmodern ones,
too), “the ability to tell a tale properly” is disappearing, which goes hand in hand with the
waning of “the ability to exchange experiences” (362). However, it is not just the expression
of experience that is failing, according to Benjamin; rather, experience itself has changed,

falling “in value” and, indeed, “into bottomlessness” (362):

Every glance at a newspaper demonstrates that [experience] has reached a new
low, that our picture, not only of the external world but of the moral world as
well, overnight has undergone changes which were never thought possible. With
the World War a process began to become apparent which has not halted since

then. Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men returned from the
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battlefield grown silent -- not richer, but poorer in communicable experience?
What ten years later was poured out in the flood of war books was anything but
experience that goes from mouth to mouth. And there was nothing remarkable
about that. For never has experience been contradicted more thoroughly than
strategic experience by tactical warfare, economic experience by inflation, bodily
experience by mechanical warfare, moral experience by those in power. A
generation that had gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar now stood under the
open sky in a countryside in which nothing remained unchanged but the clouds,
and beneath these clouds, in a field of force of destructive torrents and explosions,

was the tiny, fragile human body. (362)

Thus, the development of new and increasingly complex technologies of death and
terror, as well as of control and management of masses for destructive purposes, makes
experience, which is based on the “tiny, fragile human body,” ultimately impossible. A
violent phenomenon as large and as incomprehensible as World War I makes the things that
individual subjects live through their participation in it, in the last analysis, incommunicable:
“overall is beyond” the suffering subject, indeed. Further, the war demanded and brought
along an intensification of bureaucratic efficiency, of productivity, and of the speed of life
itself, as well as innovations in communicational technologies, so that stories started to die,
according to Benjamin, in favor of a “new form of communication [which] is information”

(365):

The art of storytelling is reaching its end because the epic side of truth, wisdom, is

dying out ... [Now] Every morning brings us the news of the globe, and yet we

are poor in noteworthy stories. This is because no event any longer comes to us
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without already being shot through with explanation. In other words, by now
almost nothing that happens benefits storytelling; almost everything benefits

information. (364-66)

Storytelling, in Benjamin’s view, does not require explanation, because it is based on
experience (366); information, however, “lays claim to prompt verifiability. The prime
requirement is that it appear ‘understandable in itself.” Often it is no more exact than the
intelligence of earlier centuries was. But while the latter was inclined to borrow from the
miraculous, it is indispensable for information to sound plausible” (365). Furthermore,

information is ephemeral by definition, expendable:

The value of information does not survive the moment in which it was new. It
lives only at that moment; it has to surrender to it completely and explain itself to
it without losing any time. A story is different. It does not expend itself. It
preserves and concentrates its strength and is capable of releasing it even after a

long time. (366)

Using these reflections to theoretically frame the discourse on Ciudad Juéarez, we can
see that the impulse toward plausibility is one of the main, characteristic features of the
narratives about feminicidio™. Hence the constant preoccupation with finding culprits and

explaining motives and modus operandi, providing an order to violent events that do not

T use the terms “stories” and “narratives” as synonyms, throughout this dissertation, and do not follow the
distinction made by Benjamin between “information” and “story,” because it works for his essay and for his
purposes but not for mine, due to the fact that I do not counterpose a waning kind of narrative to a new,
emerging kind of story, Rather, for me, and as I discussed in the introduction, all there is is the stories. Besides,
arguably the best translation for the German term “Erzéhlung” is not “story” but “narration,” which would make
the title of Benjamin’s essay “The Narrator” instead of “The Storyteller,” with all its implications for said
conceptual distinction. This is not the place —and I am certainly not the author— to address this issue of
translation in full, but the mere glimpse at it and acknowledgment of it explains my dismissal of the idea of using
Benjamin’s terms consequently in the text as a whole.
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necessarily have an order, and trying to make sense of complex phenomena that, just like the
World War I, cannot possibly make sense to the “fragile body” of the subject, who then recurs
to explanatory narratives that do not necessarily respond to the “facts” but at least offer some
illusion of comprehension or of the ability to grasp reality as such. In that way, these
explanatory narratives are expendable and do “not survive the moment,” since they are not
related to any transcendental truth, even though they purport to be, but only to the constant,
repetitive need to explain the latest explosion of violence, the latest feminicidio, the latest
corpse found in the desert.

Needless to say, each and everyone of those findings deepens the trauma that lays as
the ground for the discourse on Ciudad Juarez; as has been repeatedly stated in this
dissertation so far, the dynamo of stories spins around the bodies, and though all we can see
and look at is the stories, the bodies are there nevertheless. In her book, The Juridical
Unconscious: Trials and Traumas in the Twentieth Century, Shoshana Felman examines the
links between juridical trials and trauma that, according to her, were articulated in the
Nuremberg trials first and have since been a feature of legal processes everywhere, from the
trials of Nazi criminals in Israel in the 1960s to the trial of O.J. Simpson for murder in the
1990s. Those are, in fact, her cases of study, and she uses them to show how, on the one hand,

famous trials address trauma and also are traumas:

[Wlhat distinguishes historic trials is, perhaps, in general, this tendency or this
propensity to repetition or to legal duplication ... [G]reat trials ... make history, I
would suggest, in being not merely about a trauma but in constituting traumas in
their own right; as such, they ... are open to traumatic repetition; they ... are often
structured by historical dualities, in which a trial (or a major courtroom drama)

unexpectedly reveals itself to be the post-traumatic legal reenactment, or the
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deliberate historical reopening, of a previous case or of a different, finished,

previous trial. (62)

On the other hand, the cases she closely analyzes in her book allow her to claim that
the division between personal and collective trauma, which appears to be commonsensical,
cannot be maintained anymore, postulating instead “the indivisibility and the reversibility
between private and collective trauma” (7). Thus, the trial of O.J. Simpson in 1995 was, in the
beginning, a trial of a man who had allegedly killed his wife, which would make it private.
Yet, soon after its beginning, a series of traumas that are latent in U.S.-American society, such
as racism and misogyny, started to appear prominently in the process, aided by the enormous
mediatic interest in the figure of the accussed, and those collective traumas became the main
framing concepts through which said trial could be viewed and interpreted. As for the trial of
Adolf Eichmann, which took place in 1961 in Israel, it started as the trial of the most
collective of all traumas (the Holocaust), but it recurred to private stories and to testimonies of
personal trauma in order to make sense of the enormity of the crimes and to give them some
sort of coherence that could allow for their juridical processing.

We can see the parallels to the discourse on Ciudad Juarez here, even though the
crimes have not been brought to trial with any sort of consequence (other than the obvious
examples of the trials of scapegoats such as Abdul Latif Sharif or Los Rebeldes [discussed
previously in this chapter]). According to that discourse, the murders themselves are private
affairs that, in the aggregate and once the individual crimes are counted and summed up,
amount to feminicidio: crimes against humanity that target a whole group of people for their
mere belonging to that group. In order for us to understand the social phenomenon itself,
however, as well as to be able to act against it and to try to overcome the trauma provoked by

violence and that tears the fabric of reality and indeed leads to a sense of “reality suspended”

98



Ponce-Cordero

(Miller 14ff), we must individualize the trauma and make it private, recurring to memories
and testimonies whose plausibility does not depend on their references to transcendent truths
or to facts but on their very existence as accounts of personal trauma. According to Felman, in
a quote that refers to the Holocaust but could be as well about Juéarez, the emphasis on the
personal experiences of the victims (or of the members of their families) allows for a “legal
process of translation of thousands of private, secret traumas into one collective, public and
communally acknowledged one” (124).

The important point for my purposes, here, is that these traumas cannot be verified
and, in any case, they do not need to be, since the narration of them, the stories about them,
constitute a reenactment that proves their truth on their own terms, as it were, such as when “a
witness faints on the stand during the Eichmann trial” after trying to testify about his
experiences and his traumas using words and, through that combination of language and
action (fainting), gives “a legal testimony in its own right” (131): as Haim Gouri, an Israeli
poet who was present at the trial, later recalled, “In a way he had said everything. Whatever
he was going to say later was, it turns out, superfluous detail” (qtd. in Felman 137). Likewise,
the testimonies about the crime wave of Ciudad Juarez, as well as the silent (or loud) protest
of mothers and activists on the streets, in a way say more about the case being symbolically
on trial than any legal testimony could say: the trauma is both private and collective, and that
tension is always there. Thus, that tension leads also researchers and scholars who seek to
understand the social conditions in which these murders are committed and the larger
phenomenon that they collectively constitute for the whole of Ciudad Juarez and, more
generally, for Mexico and Latin America, to fall into the temptation to try to look for the
individual culprit, making the collective trauma a personal, private one. We will see how this
tension is always already there in the scholarly treatment of the feminicidios in chapter IV of

this dissertation. Suffice it to say, at this point, that Felman’s analysis allows us to understand
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how this tension arises, in the first place, as well as why, in this symbolic trial of the trauma
of violence against women, the trial itself is traumatic and therefore does not require further
“proof” or commitment to “facts” other than the story, i.e. the reenactment of trauma that is
both private and collective and that is a tale that proves itself.

Somewhere in Chamanismo, colonialismo y el hombre salvaje, Michael Taussig’s
book that was briefly discussed in the pages above, the author asks himself, though: “; Y la
verdad del asunto, el salvajismo de los indios?” (127) Of course, Taussig does not think that
the Indians were savages, but neither does he think that we have a more “real” reality than the
one which is produced by stories. In the case of Ciudad Juarez, “la verdad del asunto” is
composed, sadly, by more than 700 corpses —and counting— by the time these lines are being
written. That is the “truth”, the elusive “truth” that is now there and now is not, the “truth”
that is literally written as a disappearing “truth” by the bodies of the desaparecidas. Other
than that, we only have stories: stories of injustice, stories of political involvement, stories of
the violence of economics, of the horrors at the borders, and of the State’s and patriarchy’s
indolence. It is to these almost magical stories about this obviously almost magical force, this
crime wave that has almost the character of being a natural catastrophe, to which we must
turn. After all, and as the main character in Don DeLillo’s novel Mao II says, “what we have
in front of us represents one thing. How we analyze it and describe and codify it is something

else completely” (222).
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ITII. ON THE RIGHT TO MOURN:

ACTIVISM, DISSENT, AND THE FEMINICIDIOS

Estamos como hace dieciséis afios. Peor.

Esther Chavez Cano (qtd. in Judrez en la sombra 45)

The year was 2003. Right there, at the beginning of the Bushian Middle Ages and in the same
year that the invasion of Iraq took place and launched a conflict, or at least new dimensions of
it, that still reverberates today, 13 years later, there were several important developments
regarding the discourse on Juarez that we can say that ultimately helped to crystallize it. Most
importantly, a couple of new developments helped to disseminate the main tenets of this
discourse internationally and even to create consciousness about the need to improve the
situation of the women working at the maquiladoras and of women living in Ciudad Juarez
and experiencing gender violence, up to frequent occurrences of feminicidio, on an almost
daily basis. In the words of Clara E. Rojas, a local activist and scholar, “in 2003, in Ciudad
Juarez, Mexico, ‘reality’ showed its face” (202).

In August 2003, for instance, Amnesty International published an official report called
“Intolerable Killing: Ten Years of Abductions and Murders in Ciudad Juarez and Chihuahua”,

in which it documented more than 370 feminicidios that had happened over the previous
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decade in Judrez and in Chichuahua City, as well as showed “that at least 137 of the victims
suffered some form of sexual violence and at least 70 of the total number of women remained
unidentified” (“Mexico: Ending the Brutal Cycle” 1). In this report, which I will proceed to

quote in extenso, Amnesty International concluded the following:

Over the past decade, the pattern of non-compliance with the minimum
requirements of the "due diligence" standard has been so marked that it calls into
question whether the authorities have the will and commitment to put an end to
the murders and abductions in Chihuahua and the violence against women they
exemplify. For ten years it has been the relatives of the missing and murdered
young women who, together with women's organizations, have had to fight for
their right to justice. So far, more than anything else, the initiatives taken by the
authorities appear to be geared to curbing the intense national and international
pressure they are under and avoiding any negative political repercussions.

(“Intolerable Killings” 1)

Furthermore, at the end of this document, which had a great deal of international
impact and was picked up by international NGOs, news organizations, scholars, etc. (just as
any official document of Amnesty International usually has), there were some
“recommendations to the federal, state and municipal authorities” which put the responsibility
for solving the murders and for stopping further feminicidios from happening clearly in the
hands of the Mexican State. All in all, Amnesty International had four full pages of
recommendations to the State, but here I will quote just the first three recommendations,

because they concisely point out everything that had been hitherto wrong with the State’s way
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of dealing with the feminicidios and, thus, make the scandal public and open for the world to

see, even through the obligatory bureaucratic language of a document of this kind:

- Condemn and investigate the murders and abductions of women

- Publicly acknowledge and condemn the abductions and murders of
women in Ciudad Juarez and Chihuahua, stressing the dignity of the victims and
the legitimacy of the relatives' struggle for truth, justice and reparations.

- Carry out prompt, thorough, effective, coordinated and impartial
investigations into all cases of abduction and murder of women in Chihuahua state

and ensure that they are given the necessary resources. (77)

In a way, the straightforwardness of these recommendations (“acknowledge,”
“condemn” and “investigate” crimes, “murders and abductions,” as if the State were not
obligated to do that, by definition) shows that, on a discursive level, one of the main premises
of all alternative stories of the feminicidios, namely that the State had either failed to act
against or was involved in them, had prevailed. The State’s version(s) of the events, the
official stories, were thoroughly discredited, and further legal landmarks, such as the 2004
inquiry by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
or, more substantially, the 2009 Inter-American Human Rights Court ruling in the case of

Campo Algodonero v. Mexico®* would make it increasingly clear that they were not going to

** This case, which turned out to be the single most publicized one of the crime wave, started when eight women
were found in a place of Ciudad Juarez called Campo Algodonero (“cotton field”) in November, 2001. Faced
with the inaction, and even with the hostility, of the Mexican State, three of the victims’ mothers presented a
petition against said State to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 2002, and this institution
admitted those petitions some years later, filing a lawsuit against the State of Mexico in November, 2007. Two
years later, in November 2009, the Inter-American Human Rights Court ruled in the case and declared the State
responsible for the murders of three of the eight victims. As a consequence, their families became financial
compensations and formal apologies from the government. In addition, and more importantly on a symbolic
level, the State was ordered to erect a memorial to the victims of gender violence in Ciudad Juarez (Harrington
163; Iturralde 245ff, “Fronteras No Mas” 133ff, Tabuenca Cordoba 431ff; Amnesty International 2011), which
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be accepted as truths, even as real changes in practices and attitudes towards the victims and
their families have not yet been achieved. Discursively, though, the 2003 report by Amnesty
International was a game-changer; in her book, Cosecha de mujeres, Diana Washington
Valdez calls it “devastating” (283), for instance, because it was such a thorough indictment of
the inaction and/or complicity of the Mexican State that came, moreover, from a prominent,
“pristine” source®.

There were other discursive fields in which the discourse on Juirez was being
crucially inscribed and propagated in 2003. Perhaps most consequentially in terms of
international consciousness-raising, it was in this year that Eve Ensler, the celebrated
playwright and performer best known for her episodic play The Vagina Monologues (which
the New York Times deemed to be “probably the most important piece of political theater of
the last decade [the 1990s]” [Isherwood n.pag.]), added an episode that specifically addressed
feminicidio in Ciudad Judrez, “putting it on a par with with misogyny in other parts of the
world,” to use a formulation by Kathleen Staudt and Howard Campbell (18)*°. According to
another article by Staudt, written in cooperation with Irasema Coronado, this episode “has
been performed at the border and in over thousand cities around the world. This monologue
will be a permanent feature in future productions of the Vagina Monologues” (‘“Binational
Civic Action for Accountability” 174). Moreover, and though the inclusion of an episode like
that in a huge cultural vehicle like The Vagina Monologues might have the largest impact on
the discourse on Ciudad Juarez in the long term, in the short term, Eve Ensler’s interest in the
matter had some material ramifications that very much improved the visibility of the

feminicidios and in that way changed the narrative of them towards one in which

was built and inaugurated by Mexican President, Felipe Calder6n, in November, 2011, while Juarez was making
news as the most violent site of his government’s so-called “War on Drugs.”

* A “pristine source” in the eyes of said State, which tended to disqualify other kinds of victims, activists and
protesting subjects on the grounds of their alleged flaws and shortcomings of a moral and political order, as we
discussed in chapter 1 and will see in the following pages of this chapter.

2 See Staudt, Kathleen, and Howard Campbell. “The Other Side of the Ciudad Juarez Femicide Story: Activism
Matters.” ReVista — Harvard Review of Latin America, vol. VII, no. 2, Winter 2008, pp. 17-19.
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victimization is certainly a big part, but is always met with activism and empowerment. To
borrow Staudt and Campbell’s formulation, at least since the end of the 1990s, but most

especially since the year 2003:

There are at least two, if not more, stories about femicide in Ciudad Juarez [by
now, we know there are way more]. One is about the victims: the tragic deaths of
hundreds of women. The other story is about civil society activism, an energy that
is vital to deepening democracy and creating accountable governments. Beginning
with the mothers of the victims and spreading to human rights and feminist
NGOs, activists made valiant attempts to generate awareness, sometimes at risk of
their own safety. They began locally and spread globally. While activists have
succeeded in putting violence against women on the political agenda, or
reasserting this issue on public agendas, the mothers of Juarez still await justice

for the murdered daughters. (19)

Eve Ensler’s commitment to the cause of the victims of the crime wave had indeed
profound effects that, for the better or worse, still shape how we are able to think and
approach the feminicidios today. We now think and approach this phenomenon, for example,
as a local tragedy that has to be met and solved on an international level, and in fact whose
solution can only be achieved through the pressure and the independent initiatives of both
Mexican and international NGOs and academic / feminist networks, since the Mexican State
itself has shown itself as being no viable candidate for that anymore. To quote Staudt and
Coronado in their article, “Binational Civic Action for Accountability: Anti-Violence

Organizing in Juarez-El Paso”:
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V-Day [the global activist movement to end violence against women that takes
place every year since 1998 on February 14 and that was started by Ensler],
organizing against violence, has offered a national and international link between
the border region and the world. In 2003, Esther Chavez Cano, an antiviolence
activist who runs Casa Amiga for violence victims in Ciudad Juarez, was named
as one of ‘21 Leaders for the 21* Century — 2003’ in V-Day preparations. Eve
Ensler visited Ciudad Juérez for a full day of cultural events, including guerrilla
theater and marches, but also for meetings with state judicial officials. At the final
event of the day, in front of the attorney general’s office for the State of

Chihuahua, Ensler spoke in English and her words were then translated.” (170)

More spectacularly, and maybe even more consequentially for the establishment of a
wave of bi-national activism and for the future of citizen protests against gender violence on
the border, on V-Day, 2004, a march took place with an itinerary that went from El Paso to
Ciudad Juarez. It drew approximately 8,000 people, mainly from Mexico and the US, and it
was “the largest-ever solidarity march across the border in El Paso-Ciudad Juarez” (Staudt
and Campbell n.pag.). Significantly, it was an event that prominently featured not only Eve
Ensler but also Jane Fonda and Sally Field, two high-caliber Hollywood stars of the 1970s
and 1980s who, albeit well past their professional peak, still had so much star-power that their
participation was largely credited as having decisively helped to get the massive turnout the
march had (Tuckman n.pag.).

And, lest the point is not clear, it was a massive event. Staudt and Campbell say that,
“[i]n organizing terms, events like these are ‘tough acts to follow’ (19). Meanwhile, Jo
Tuckman, reporting for the prestigious British newspaper The Guardian writes about

hundreds, if not thousands, of students and feminists of different countries who joined
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'9’

Mexican activists and members of the victims’ families in chanting “iNi Una Mas
According to her summary of the event, The Vagina Monologues were performed for the
general public, and the author of the play, addressing the “cheering crowd,” talked about
Juarez as a “pilot project” for “vagina warriors and vagina-friendly men,” coming so far as to

proclaim the city a “victory place™:

“We are about making sure Judrez becomes the new capital of non-violence
towards women around the world," she said. “Let's think about Juarez as the

victory place.” (n.pag.)

Leaving aside, for the time being, the statement made by Ensler about thinking of
Ciudad Juérez as “the victory place,” which instantly strikes the reader as being problematic,
to say the least (Ciudad Juarez became the most violent city on Earth between 2008 and 2012,
i.e. after this march [“Once the World’s Most Dangerous City, Judrez Returns to Life”
n.pag.], and the feminicidios have, sadly, not ended even yet [Palomino n.pag.]), it is quite
significant that the article from which this quote is taken is actually titled “Jane Fonda /eads
march to force action against Mexican city’s women-killers” (emphasis mine). What about
local activists, local families, local women? To be sure, Fonda (and Ensler and Field, among
others) has such a well-earned reputation for her involvement in different social causes over
the decades that her participation can be regarded as sincere, and it has been presented as
such, for instance in the article “jNi una mas! ;Traiciona al feminismo la lucha contra el
feminicidio?,” in which Mexican scholar Jos¢ Manuel Valenzuela describes Fonda’s way of
highlighting the problem of gender violence and feminicidio in Ciudad Judrez in a thoroughly

0.0 2
positive manner g

*" The article is included in the 2015 book Vida, muerte y resistencia en Ciudad Judrez: Una aproximacion
desde la violencia, el género y la cultura, compiled by Salvador Cruz Sierra. Valenzuela’s title is, of course,
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Congruente con sus compromisos, la actriz Jane Fonda acudié a Ciudad Juéarez
para apoyar la lucha contra el feminicidio y coloc6 de manera clara el sesgo
clasista que minimiza la lucha antifeminista, destacando su propia condicidon de
mujer blanca, rica y famosa para asegurar que si su hija o su nieta fueran
secuestradas o desaparecidas, las autoridades se empefiarian en encontrar 