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ABSTRACT 

 This Thesis studies the state of current border politics as it can be read through three 

objects of representation. These correspond to the three chapters. The first deals with a map, read 

as a text that represents death, made by the Humane Borders organization. The second treats a 

literary text (2666 by Roberto Bolaño) that also represents death and the border landscape and 

announces a failure of representation when treating a contemporary horror. The third chapter 

treats a technological tool thought of as electronic disturbance, designed to help migrants 

navigate the arduous terrain while crossing to the U.S.  

 On one hand this work is concerned with death at the border as an irreversible fact and 

also as a matter of representation. Death at the border has been used as a trope to represent 

migrants and their afflictions (regarded many times as a consequence of ignorance, wildness or 

uncivilization). It has also been used as part of a political agenda: constructing migrants’ 

illegality and death as a consequence for misconduct. On the other hand, this thesis is concerned 

with the trope of the desert as the space and a landscape that today is not dissociable from the 

meanings of death. The analysis takes a discursive angle, but also takes the desert as a material 

environment, which constitutes a tangible reference in which the practices of sovereignty are 

carried out. It also considers death as a real, embodied fact. This landscape of death has been 

marked by the intensification of border control as well as the intensification of humanitarian 

activism. Indeed, the desert is a site that highlights the precariousness of what is understood to be 

human life. “The human” moves in and out of being through the interaction of physical political 

and social elements. This thesis, thus, is concerned with the material and the discursive 

dimensions that shape the Sonoran Desert as the border between states, between human and non-

human matter and as a bordering practice regarding the governance of a population. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 This thesis explores the significance of objects and materialities in the practices of 

bordering and their discursive and representative conditions. Matter and representations can 

function as concrete channels for the distribution of a state power practice that regulates daily 

aspects of life, also known as “biopolitics”. This thesis argues that a biopolitical approach to the 

border helps explain the current political circumstances of the US-Mexico Border. Far from 

considering the State as a centralized institution of control or a monolithic site of discipline of 

the subject, this work considers the mechanisms of power as “stateness” or a power that is 

administered as process and condition of government, to enable a population to self-regulate. It 

also argues that the borders of the State governance do not respond solely to geopolitical 

practices as we know them (defining symbolic sovereign lines in territory). Rather than being 

static and fixed as maps show in their two dimensional representations, borders are seen as sites 

of complex flows of power. This power attaches to subjects, nature, technology, things, bodies 

and practices. In this regard, objects and materialities emerge as another type of sovereign 

experience, though contingent technologies and ideologies that keep putting the other at bay 

through a structural racism. Through the materiality of its borders, the biopolitical state manifests 

the current relevance of a politico-juridical economical order, which controls mobility through 

territorial borders and other social borders. Taken further, it also can be seen as the entity that 

decides which lives are worth living and which are not. For Giorgio Agamben (2005) the 

arbitrary designation and assignation of life or death therefore continues a “state of exception” 

that makes the political abilities of general population precarious.  

 This introduction describes the context of the US-Mexico border as desert and as death; it 

will then delineate three concepts that are pertinent to the thesis as a project: bare life, biopolitics 
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and affect. These three frames act as an interlocking nexus of power grids that delineate 

sovereign territories. In so doing they exclude working class migrants as unacceptable. They also 

permeate constructions of terrorism and terrorist bodies.  

Desert and Death 

 The Sonoran Desert serves as the background for the contested politics of mobility 

(Squire, 2011). Cut through by the U.S-Mexico Border, a material-political divide that has been 

under construction since the mid-1800’s (Nevins, 2010), the desert covers the southwestern parts 

of Arizona, the southeastern parts of the California, and the north of the Mexican state of Sonora. 

To the west it wraps around the northern part of the Gulf of California and borders the Peninsular 

Ranger. To the north and northeast, it borders on the Mojave Desert and the Colorado Plateau. 

To the east and southwest it merges with mountain forests, while to the south it merges with 

subtropical forestland. The desert is split between nation-states and drawn into U.S.-Mexican 

borderlands. It also composes a variety of military sites, wildlife reserves, private ranches, 

indigenous lands and detention facilities. The Sonoran Desert in this regard is a complex and 

diverse site. It has become increasingly marked by the intensification of border control and the 

intensification of humanitarian activism. Indeed, the desert is a site that highlights the 

precariousness of what we understand to be human life, and allows one to see how “the human” 

moves into and out of being through the interaction of elements that are physical as well as 

political and social in their formation. This thesis thus is concerned with the material and the 

discursive dimensions that shape the Sonoran Desert as the border between states, between 

human and non-human matter and as a bordering practice regarding humans.  

 The forces of the U.S. border control have emerged across the Sonoran Desert over recent 

years, reflecting the 1994 Southwest Strategy, otherwise known as “prevention through 
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deterrence”, which aimed to discourage the crossing of the border by relocating the ports of entry 

towards natural inhospitable locations (Sundberg, 2008; Nevins, 2010). Besides making the 

crossing less appealing, it made it more dangerous. The Sonoran Desert and the mountainous 

areas that surround it are packed with deadly elements, including wild and poisonous fauna and 

flora, temperatures that reach more than 100 degrees in the day and drop drastically at night and 

the scarcity of water. Far for provoking a decrease in the rates of migration, this situation 

provoked an increase in migrant’s deaths (Burridge, 2009). Through this strategy of funneling 

migrants towards the desert, the physical forces of the Sonoran Desert were mobilized as an 

agent to provoke death. As Roxanne Lynn Doty states: “…crossing the border without 

authorization now became an extremely dangerous proposition in which death lurked in every 

new migrant crossing route, through formidable mountain ranges and along desolate, heat-

scorched desert lands” (605). What became clear is that the Desert has increasingly been 

politicized as a means to control the migrants that cross the border without authorization and as a 

way of extermination of a sector of population that serves as a moral alibi for the state. 

 As a landscape of death today the Sonoran Desert accounts for more than 2,000 migrants 

bodies found in the region, many others, where death has not been registered have also 

undoubtedly perish. Coalición de Derechos Humanos, a human rights organization based in 

Tucson keeps record of migrant deaths from 2001 in collaboration with consular records, county 

medical institutions. The list records names, sex, age, origin and cause of death of many 

migrants, the list also includes many categories, such “unknown”, “pending” or “undetermined”. 

Causes for death can be consulted in the list, including many cases of hypothermia and 

hyperthermia, “probable dehydration”, “environmental exposure”, “blunt force injuries”, 

“undetermined do to skeletal remains”, “homicide”, “stab wound” etc. (Robinson, 2012).  
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 Despite the wide range of causes for migrant’s death, the U.S. Border Patrol and other 

governmental instances insist that the desert itself was the main cause for these deaths. By 

highlighting the natural causes of death as classifying characteristics of deceased migrants it 

becomes clear how the physical forces of nature are part of a strategy to control mobility. This 

thesis suggests that the interventions at the border for the preservation of the national sovereignty 

demand that the Sonoran Desert be read as a site where contestations over the categories of the 

human are enacted materially, including the deadly forces of nature. 

Bare Life 

 Giorgio Agamben’s theory as articulated in Homo Sacer (1998); Means Without Ends 

(2000) and State of Exception (2005) develops a critique of the relation between sovereign 

power, politics and life. Departures of this thesis are based on interpretations of Agamben’s 

work, especially regarding the central concept of “bare life”. In Homo Sacer Agamben points out 

that “if anything characterizes modern democracy over classical democracy…. it is that modern 

democracy presents itself from the beginning as a vindication and liberation of bare life (9). In 

his theory of bare life, Agamben claims that state power has always assumed power over life, 

deciding who will receive the rights of the citizen and who will not. This is based on an 

Aristotelian distinction of human life as natural or biological (zoē) and human life as political 

(bios). Bare life is that life which the state includes by means of its exclusion from political life. 

It is life conceived as unqualified for the public sphere. As such, bare life enables the sovereign 

power to execute exceptional practices, many of which are practiced upon undocumented 

migrants that cross the border. These include detention, torture and execution. Bare life can be 

killed with impunity. This form of life emerges in a zone of indistinction between zoē and bios, 

as Agamben argues in Means without Ends: “Living in the state of exception that has become the 
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rule has…meant this: our private body has now become indistinguishable from our body 

politics” (139) 

 The rights of the citizen in the modern state face two problems: that sovereign power 

always creates bare life and that the state self-adjudicates the right to suspend the law in order to 

establish rule. Citizens will be potentially catalogued as bare life, because in any moment they 

can be stripped of their rights. According to Agamben the U.S. entered a “state of exception” 

right after the 9/11/01 terrorist attacks when it enacted a series of laws that governed living 

beings by means of the suspension of law. This withdrawal of rights maintains U.S. 

exceptionalism also in a global context. As Sophia A. McClennen (2012) points out in 

“Neoliberalism as Terrorism”, “The US’s suspension of rights [as] incomparable, and therefore 

exceptional, the dominant narrative of US power then is able to suggest that US remains in a 

unique position, as a consequence of its exceptional democracy, to determine the fate of other 

(states)” (183).  

 Agamben’s focus on the force of law, however, does not elaborate biopolitics further. 

This thesis argues that the suspension of human rights of the human on behalf of an exceptional 

state like the U.S. occurs through new materialities such as the geopolitical climate, which shifts 

the emphasis on geopolitics to biopolitics. Consider, for example, the materiality of nature at the 

border-the landscape of the desert- as it results in harmful and mortal disaster for humans who 

cross the border. The result has been a massive extermination of human life. This disaster shows 

an abrupt shift in state functions, pulling attention away from the centralization of power and the 

manipulation of bare life. It brings forth the loss of rights for the migrant and also a loss of rights 

for the citizen, since the forces of nature—in the invisible political control—hold an autonomous 

agency.  It is at this point that the conversation about borders turns materialist in the sense of the 
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affects of matter and the politics of nature and also turns biopolitical in the sense that allowing 

death to occur by natural causes is a political strategy for border security. 

 The human tragedy of border deaths has important social implications due to the 

narratives of discrimination that come from structural racism. The material death—at the level of 

the body—reflects the death of subjects for society. 

Biopolitics 

 In the History of Sexuality, Volume I, Michel Foucault refers to the process by which 

biological life or zoē has become included within the modalities of state power (bios). He 

expresses this in terms of the transition from politics to biopolitics in to the emergence of 

attempts to govern populations since the 17th century. Foucault argues that, whereas for Aristotle 

life and politics are considered separate, biopolitics takes life itself as the main object of power, 

“applied not to man-as-body but the living man, to man-as-living-being…to man-as-species” 

(42). For Foucault the transition from politics to biopolitics is a historical transformation that 

contemplates the inclusion of zoē in the realm of the polis. In Foucault’s conception, the 

biological features of the human species become a target for political strategy. He sees the 

emergence of population as political subject the enabling of a technology of power. This 

(bio)power includes all forms of control of human existence—private and public—that relate to 

life and death. Biopolitics becomes a mechanism to “control relations between the human race, 

or human beings insofar as they are a species, insofar as they are living beings” (Security, 

Territory Population, 245). Along with the disciplinary power or anatomo-politics, which points 

to the molding of individual bodies through instruction, biopolitical power takes as its object the 

capacity or potential of a population to govern itself. Disciplinary power isolates, creates an 

individual; biopower, on the contrary, focuses on a population as a whole; it is has a centrifugal 
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form of power. In the transition from the disciplinary to the biopolitical, the concept of safety 

(sûreté) becomes security (sécurité). In Security, Territory and Population (2007) Foucault 

names this type of self-sustainable control of population “governmentality”, a form of 

distribution of power that contemplates a novel form of the subject. The subject of the polis, who 

was disciplined with political knowledge, was guided directly by an institution of a pastoral 

character1. Now it has acquired a tool for the auto-governance, with the same state principles. 

Therefore, for Foucault the governmentality of the state in modern times, reflects the history of 

subjectivation (184). In the Foucauldian notion, if we no longer conceive of the State as a 

centralized structure, “a tricky combination in the same political structures of individuation 

techniques and of totalization procedures” (Power and Knowledge 332) emerges. The uniqueness 

of this form of government is that political reason represents an autonomous rationality. This 

way, the State tends, simultaneously, towards totalization and individualization. This constitutes 

a structure that is legal and “a new distribution, a new organization of this kind of individualizing 

power” (Power 334). Political reason, therefore, is a different kind of sovereignty, which doesn’t 

necessarily eliminate the state, but it extends to all activities and fields of action of the 

individual, including materialities, such as: 

 …the things government must be concerned about…are men in their relationships, bonds 

 and complex involvements with things like wealth, resources, means of subsistence, and 

 of course, the territory with its borders, qualities, dryness, fertility and so on. ‘Things’ are 

 men in their relationship with things like customs, habits, ways of acting and thinking. 

                                                        
1 Foucault conceives of pastoral power as the relationship between the shepherd and the cattle. Between 
the leaders and those who are led the salvation of the souls becomes a metaphor and a principle for 
governance. The pastoral authority was viewed as complementary to the State and then, with the 
dissolution of feudal structures and the advance of colonial empires, the pastoral power expanded beyond 
the ecclesiastical context Security, territory and population 115-190; Power and Knowledge 300-311) 
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 Finally, they are men in their relationship with things like accident, misfortunes, famine, 

 epidemics and death. (Security 96) 

 Foucault estimates that governing a population involves the mediation of things. The 

relation with territory and borders is counted in his list as another material element, however he 

suggests that the government of such things is only relevant if it involves connections, “bonds 

and complex involvements” (96). This thesis deploys Foucault’s concept of the State and extends 

it to the border, which is an expression of sovereignty as a practice. Its relation to things—among 

which are humans—motivates the display of sovereignty. The state’s effects and affects, through 

governmentality over things, constitute the border. This dynamic creates an intensity2 that forces 

objects to appear under certain conditions and to affect each other. In sum, innocuous objects 

encountered at the border end up holding a power of security, or what Benjamin Müller (2010) 

conceives as a constant construction of security/insecurity: “the broader social processes that 

affect and are affected by this move as opposed to simply noting how a particular issue area 

comes to be referred to as security issue” (5).  

Affect and Assemblages 

 This work is situated within what critics have called “New Materialism”. This term was 

first coined by Manuel DeLanda (1997) and Rosi Braidotti (1994), both independently 

influenced by works in Science and Technology Studies of the 80’s (such as Bruno Latour, 

Michael Callon and John Law) and material post-structuralism of philosophers such as Michel 

Foucault and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. The term proposes a way of cultural analysis 

                                                        
2 I use the concept of intensity in a Spinozian-Deleuzian way. Brian Massumi in The power at the end of 
economy (2015) explains it succinctly as a keyword for affect theory this way: “For Spinoza, the body is 
one with its transitions. There is no the body. There is a continuous bodying. Each transition is 
accompanied by a variation in capacity: a change in which powers to affect and to be affected are 
addressable by a next event and in how readily addressable they are, or to what degree they are present as 
futurities. That ‘degree’ is a bodily intensity…” (103). As the border is conceived as a body, it better 
understood as “bordering” practices.  
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that gives space to things and matter in order to radically re-think culture and the dualisms that 

had usually influenced a (post)modern conception of the world. These dualities include the 

separations between nature and culture, matter and mind, human and inhuman and all divisions 

that derive from them. New materialism’s point of departure is unraveling how these oppositions 

are produced and reproduced. Attention to the material is of course not new, but New 

Materialism pushes the humanist and modernist traditions that have tended to consider the 

human as the center for knowledge and power. Foucault in The Order of Things (2001) had 

already announced that man was only “a recent invention,” to actually show how the 

anthropocentric view had distorted our strategies to read the real. He had stated that bodies and 

the words that they evoke act only in relation to one another, and that human beings act within 

the actualization and realization of these forces of discourse. New materialism takes this further 

by proposing that we conceive of the real without it being represented first in the human mind.  

 In this sense, New Materialism starts anew, not as a new theory per-se, but as a re-

reading of other readings of reality. As John Law said, it is more a new sensibility than a new 

theory, in that is proposes “sensing” things not as natures or as cultures, but as nature-cultures 

(Latour, 1991;1993) and not as discourse or matter but as discourse-matter (Haraway, 2003; 

Barad, 2003;2007). In short, it pushes us to think things as evenly constitutive of the world 

around us.  

 Two of the tenets of New Materialism are crucial for the analysis this Thesis proposes: 

 The first is “affect”: The concept, first developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s 

reading of Spinoza in A thousand Plateaus (1987) offers an alternative to the construction of the 

individual in a subjective way, prioritizing human and non-human experience as a way of 

continuous “becoming”. They understand affect, as distinct from emotion or feeling, as the 
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passage from one state to another, as intensity, characterized by an increase or decrease in energy 

(181). Deleuze and Guattari suggest a cartographic approach to the body and its affects where the 

critical focus is on bodily displacement, the movement between bodily states, that is, its 

intensities (63). Brian Massumi (2002) reads this unceasing movement in an ontological way, as 

something “inassimilable” completely by knowledge (3). His contribution is crucial for the field 

of research, because in order to study the unknowable, a cultural theorist will have to abandon 

the characteristic certainties and positionalities that usually animate the practice of research in 

the Humanities and Social Sciences that produce epistemologies. Others, such as Ben Anderson 

and Paul Harrison (2006) or Steve Pile (2010), retake the philosophy of becoming to define 

affect as a transpersonal capacity to affect and be affected. In this vitalist sense, the transpersonal 

de-humanizes the humanistic or anthropocentric point of departure, as it captures the immanent 

vitalist emergent force that is at stake in the encounters of bodies of any kind. On the other hand, 

affect theories have captured from Deleuze the pre-cognitive conception of embodiments as the  

capacity to transform as well as exceed social subjection. For Nigel Thrift (2008), for instance, 

affect in its biological realm would be a “roiling mass of nerve volleys that prepare the body for 

action in such a way that intentions or decisions are made before the conscious self is even aware 

of them” (4). This has led theorist like John David Dewsbury and Ben Anderson to describe it as 

an experience that is not necessarily possessed by a subject, but passes through it.. Affects can be 

understood as autonomous, since they circulate through materiality. Where emotion is 

understood as a social or linguistic fixing, and is therefore, personal, affect seeks to break with 

signifying or deterministic versions of cultural analysis. Affect is crucial for the ideas developed 

herein because it enables one to conceive the border as an affect, since, as a complex set of 
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discourse and material bounding, it can force its way into bodies and intimate layers of daily 

living.  

 Another element of New Materialism that is crucial for the Thesis’ argument is 

“assemblages”. On assemblages, Deleuze and Guattari write: 

 On a first, horizontal axis, an assemblage comprises two segments, on of content, the 

 other of expression. On the one hand it is a machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions 

 and passions an intermingling of bodies reacting to one another; on the other hand it is a 

 collective assemblage of enunciation, of acts and statements, of incorporeal 

 transformations attributed to bodies. Then on a vertical axis, the assemblage has both 

 territorial sides, or reterritorialized sides, which stabilize it, and cutting edges of 

 deterritorialization, which carry it away” (88) 

 In Vibrant Matter: A political Ecology of Things (2010) Jane Bennett follows Deleuze 

and Guattari’s concept of affects to develop a theory of “distributive agency”. Bennett develops 

her idea of assemblages as “ad hoc groupings of diverse, of vibrant materials of all sorts…living 

throbbing confederations that are able to function despite the persistent presence of energies that 

confound them from within.” (24.) From her perspective, once assemblages are formed they also 

have their own capacity to act. Following her line of argument it is possible to think of actors 

within networks (Latour, 2000) and networks that themselves do things and not any longer seen 

as subjects and objects in isolation.  

  This study considers the border as an assemblage where bodies are drawn together 

affectively, which functions on the temporal, historical and spatial, geographical levels. In this 

way, the border is conceived as a continuous flow and becoming that disperses relationally 

between bodies, content, technologies and language and narratives, which territorializes (in 
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matter, terrain, bodies) and deterritorializes (as practices, feelings and non-corporeal effects). 

This thesis seeks to illustrate how the border works as an assemblage by bringing together three 

studies that at first sight seem separate and unrelated. It demonstrates the potential of assemblage 

and affect as a way of approaching contemporary debates in Cultural and Border Studies. 

Assemblage, as George Marcus and Erkan Saka (2006) state is “a resource with which to address 

in analysis and writing the modernist problem of the heterogeneous within the ephemeral” (102). 

In this way, assemblage allows thinking outside dualistic modes of perception with the potential 

to reconcile structural effects with ephemeral affects. 

 Chapter 1, scrutinizes the rise of the border as a natural fence represented in a hegemonic 

cartography that reproduces the dangerousness of landscape as the natural cause of migrants’ 

exclusion. It focuses on Humane Borders, a pro-migrant organization whose basic mission is to 

provide water for migrants and prevent death by dehydration. They maintain a hundred water 

stations throughout the Southern Arizona in desolate outposts of the Sonoran desert. These are 

accessible in heavily travelled migrant trails and marked with a tall blue flag that can be seen 

from the distance. Humane Borders has also created maps and posters to warn migrants or 

dissuade them from crossing to the U.S., because they believe that migrants are not adequately 

advised about the perils of a journey through the desert. For instance, the map that accompanies 

the warnings advises migrants to know the distances the crossing involve, which is translated 

into time: “Un día caminando, dos días caminando, tres días caminando”(One day walking, two 

days walking, three days walking) as the time estimated to get to a city reaches the two days, the 

red dots that represent spots of concurrence of death by natural causes increases, and by the third 

day they show sporadically, visually emphasizing the idea that only few make it to the third day, 

only to die. The maps and other visual aids are placed at two shelters in Mexico and many 
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governmental and non-governmental institutions in the U.S. This thesis proposes that the visual 

and geographical representations of Humane Borders—even  though they intend to be 

humanitarian—reproduce narratives of exclusion that have been spread out by the government 

and reproduced in public opinion. The fact that their geographical information in a sense 

cooperates with the Border Patrol’s strategic plans for border control makes their position and 

activism ambiguous and obscures their stated concerns for social justice for migrants.   

 The non-profit organization claims to help bodies live, focusing only on the elements of 

nature that cause of death. If these maps raise awareness and pity towards the migrants dying in 

the desert, they are as well a promotion of naturalization of the death of other races in national 

territory. They intend to make the border more “humane” (a word associated with the rescue of 

animals) by graphically and geographically attending to death, and the most basic needs of the 

human body. As Rev. Robert Hoover states: “Our organization is called Humane Borders, not 

open border, or no borders, or something else like that…[until an immigration reform comes] we 

have come up with an interim moral response: water.” (Humane Borders cited in Rose, 57) 

 The blue flags marking the water stations in the maps metaphorically indicate the control 

of an elemental resource as essential to providing human life. Humane Borders maps and other 

aids present an image of the organization counteracting the deadly forces of nature instead of the 

deadly politics of Border conflicts. The political causes of these deaths, and even for the crossing 

of the border in the first place, pass unnoticed. This ONG along with others of the same kind 

(such as Samaritans) build their concept of human rights on a problematic concept of the human 

that prioritizes its natural, biological condition before allowing any political constitution of the 

subject.  
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 Chapter 2 develops an analysis of Roberto Bolaño’s novel, 2666. It argues that affects 

can actually be read through the experience of literature and that literature emerges as an object 

with intensities in itself, capable of affecting and being affected by its surrounding. Affect in the 

context of Bolaño’s narrative cannot avoid the social context and power relations that provoke 

these intensities. This does not mean that a literary practice or reading performance falls in the 

constructionist category3. This Chapter reviews some of Bolaño´s narrative tactics that turn the 

reading affective without disregarding the political domain in which it circulates. As Divya P. 

Tolia-Kelly says, bodies are always signified rather than simply encountered or sensed. Actually, 

“affective capacities of any body are signified unequally within social spaces of being and 

feeling” (214). The novel assumes this landscape of inequalities as something inexplicable, but 

nevertheless enduring and embodied. 

 The tactic that most comes to light is a dialogue with detective fiction. The classic 

detective literature, with a problem and a solution, couldn’t represent the state of the crime in 

Latin America. Authors such as Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Casares give an initial turn 

to the genre, as Ana María Amar Sánchez states in Juegos de seducción y traición: “desde 

entonces y hasta fin de siglo el policial en América Latina se define por su trabajo de 

deformación y explotación de las variables implícitas en las fórmulas” (17). Since then the 

detective fiction in Latin America has broken the bounds of the classic and hard-boiled detective 

novel conventions. It contrasts the tradition of the genre, but demonstrates how writers were 

relating to subjects of crime, justice and authority in a way that was exceptional on the continent 

and that the “who dunit” wouldn’t be enough to give an account of the magnitude of the events. 

                                                        
3 The most formal statement of sociological constructionism can be found in Berger and Luckmann’s 
(1967) Social Construction of Reality. Foucault and other post-structuralists further developed it. 
Constructionism considers discourse as the center of analysis of culture and society, drawing attention to 
ways of seeing and doing while representing others.  Constructionism conceives the world as irreversibly 
determined by narratives and ideologies, identities and culture.  
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Later, the Mexican writer Paco Ignacio Taibo II coins the term “neopolicial” to refer to the 

modifications that the genre suffers in Latin America. Besides the insistence on the urban 

settings, the genre would be characterized by “una incidencia recurrente temática de los 

problemas de Estado como generador del crimen, la corrupción, la arbitrariedad política” (14) (a 

recurrent thematic insistence in State issues as a generator of crime, corruption and political 

arbitrariness).  

 In Bolaño’s novel the year 2666 is invoked as a phantasmagoric cipher that circulates 

within the present, which presents an unrepresentable time, one in which the presence of death 

surpasses that of life and it is the only experience of life itself, only because it has become so 

evident that is impossible to see, be said or explained. The critique of representation and the call 

for changing perspective by experience of life goes beyond an art poetique in Bolaño. It takes a 

political turn in that the literature is felt as insufficient in front of a landscape of the structural 

politics of genocides, the inexplicability and inexorability of death, the crude facts and the 

intrusion of death. Theodor Adorno (1949) expresses how after Auschwitz, poetry could only be 

written in “barbarian” ways, since one could no longer see the fact of death the same way. The 

way civilization goes barbarian against its own civilians and the way it overpowers history is 

unacceptable and unrepresentable. 2666 responds to the horrors of the 20th century with a way of 

reading death as affect, which situates Bolaño’s literary statement beyond the confines of 

literature.  

 The reading that 2666 brings up, pushes representations away by the difficulty and 

sometimes the impossible closing of the cases. In sum, the impossibility of making “sense” of 

death is itself affective in a Deleuzian way. Massumi (1995) defines affect as a state of becoming 

that is “autonomous to the degree to which it escapes confinement in the particular body whose 
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vitality, or potential for interaction, it is.” (228).  2666 intensifies the autonomy of affect in the 

book through the literary tactic of repetition. This transforms the superficial visibility in invisible 

layers of experience, which is Bolaño´s politico-literary statement. The eye then stops its 

function of seeing or reading the bodies, and starts “feeling” the repetition as an affect. What this 

process does is to “render visual” death to the point that it is no longer represented, it stops being 

ethical and becomes a “tic”, a reflex that emanates or makes it clear that through enunciation, 

representation is never enough. Death is held out as a biopolitical anxiety. Presenting a landscape 

of death through a sensitive description of the bodies, the descriptions remain an impersonal 

surface of things, doubling the impossibility of constituting a personal space. They have an 

empathic presence, a bare-being-there that stalls the contingencies of the biopolitical. 

 Chapter 3 reviews the relationship between human agency; the politics of nature and the 

intervention of technology related to the electronic disturbance object, “Transborder Immigrant 

tool” (TBT.) 4 It consists of a device designed from the modification of outdated cellphones to be 

primarily distributed through migrants who intend to cross the US-Mexico border. The tool is 

supposed to aid as navigation towards survival landmarks across the obstacles of the Sonoran 

Desert. TBT forms a triangle in the assemblage of the border, which is constituted by: the 

environment of the Desert, represented and consumed as a hazard; the technology for location, 

surveillance and apprehension of migrants; and the humans in the performance of crossing, who 

are the primary targets of operations. TBT emerges in parallel and in contestation to the 

virtualization and militarization of the border. I argue that its addition to the landscape consists in 

reordering the ruling architecture of powers. It copies the location from the state techno-

                                                        
4 TBT was designed by the art collectives b.a.n.g. lab. and Electronic Disturbance Theater 2.0 (EDT.) at 
UC San Diego. Consult the website http://bang.transreal.org/transborder-immigrant-tool/ and 
https://post.thing.net/node/1642  
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operations only to re-assemble the virtual circulation of information. By resembling the Global 

Positioning dynamics, it re-assembles actors and networks at play.  

 The device offers a customized geography that, according to the project’s website, allows 

migrants to “parse out the best routes and trails on that day and hour for immigrants to cross this 

vertiginous landscape as safely as possible.” Here, the materiality of the object is not only a 

technological support for the bearer; it also entails a performance of organic and non-organic 

matter as an assemblage of human-nature-technology. New Materialist approaches are pertinent 

for the exploration of these border matters, since they argue that objectual matter is not as 

passive or inert, but active and lively in the constitution of nature and culture, as well as political 

practices and human processes (Bennet 2010).  

 Micha Cárdenas, the artist in charge of the poetic side of the project, sees the object as an 

artistic activism, and has proposed the term “transreal” to refer to those who, affected directly by 

the technologies of discrimination, are able to transition through realities. It is a concept that 

stems from philosophical interest in realism in that it is speculative and avoids ethnocentrism, 

but installs a politics of being. For her the transreal is a transitioning body that is affective 

through creative political imagination. Zach Blas says in the introduction to her book that “if we 

want to think and live reality, change reality, embody it, fight exploitation and violence and 

discover its astounding, incredible multiple dimensions, then participating in the aesthetic and 

political construction of making realities that are human and beyond is a promising and 

empowering practice that can make life livable” (16) Based on the concept of transreal, the 

Transborder Immigrant Tool was conceived to contest the material biopolitical violence towards 

migrants in the desert. It intends to multiple and mixed realities through three main operations: 

material construction, performativity and technology, which will be analyzed in its effectiveness 
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as an object and conceptually as a mode of “artivism” (art plus activism) that deals directly with 

the bodies of those implicated in the act of crossing or transitioning. 

 Engaging non-human creativity through the science and philosophy of materialities, 

human matter can be viewed as a relational being, or rather, a contingent source of becoming, 

being modified by the contact with a politicized and contested landscape. In this sense, the 

human in the humanities can be re-thought not as the centerpiece but as parallel to matters of all 

kind. I will first set out to trace how assemblages are formed for New Materialisms. Secondly, 

the mediation of nature in this trio is not casual, I wish to trace the implications of recharging the 

political potency of nature in “New materialists” or, as Sarah Whatmore (2006) has termed it, in 

“more-than-human” terms from a profound concern with “natures” as “cultures”, at the current 

landmark in Border Politics. 
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CHAPTER 1 

HUMANE BORDERS’ MAPS OF DEATH AND WATER: NATURE’S AFFECTS 

AND BIOPOLITICS 

Maps are superimposed in a way that each map finds itself 
modified in the following map, rather than finding its origin in the 

preceding one: from one map to the next, is it not a matter of 
searching for an origin but of evaluating displacements.  

Gilles Deleuze 
  

 The present paper offers a comparative analysis of maps produced by Humane Borders, a 

Tucson-based, non-profit agency that provides migrants with potable water installations 

throughout the Sonoran Desert. Along with said task, they produce these maps that represent the 

locations where migrants have died, using their own geodatabases and in cooperation with U.S. 

Border Patrol and local health institutes. As Chambelee et.al. say, Humane Borders uses a 

Geographical Information System in view of several purposes of the foundation, within which 

they hope to “deter entry into the United States and warn migrants away from the deadliest parts 

of the desert…GIS furthers our efforts to –in the words of Humane Border’s president Rev. 

Robin Hoover—‘take death out of the immigration equation’” (1). This Chapter discusses the 

political significance of this geographical material as part of a humanitarian activism that seeks 

to help others live. It examines the maps in their rhetoric of Human Rights in relation to the 

bordering practices of the State. While the interventions of humanitarian activism in the desert 

attend to various struggles of migrants transiting this specific border region, the argument of this 

Chapter is that the maps deliver a category of human that is no different from the practices of 

border enforcement. Without problematizing the strategies and rhetoric of humanizing the 

“immigration equation”, the geographical practice of Humane Borders is at risk of becoming 

another bordering practice. The epigraph, quoting Deleuze in Essays Critical and Clinical, 
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suggests for this analysis that maps are usually less understood in relation to the space they 

represent than to other maps, other representations. They are concerned with what fills a space 

rather than what a space is. In this sense, a cartographic act has a responsibility over the image of 

a certain territory or body. Deleuze continues, “…it is the map of intensities that distributes the 

affects, and it is their links and valences that constitute the image of the body in each case” (64) 

 This Chapter wonders how Humane Borders maps modify State-promoted and State-

crafted border maps. In doing so, it wonders about possible “displacements” from denigrating 

narratives that they might show. Following the notion that a map is always interacting with other 

maps, all the Geographical Information Systems of Humane Borders have a first interlocutor in 

their production of knowledge, the other map producers, who can adequately interpret their maps 

according to their interest. In the context of their distribution, coding and the analytic data 

offered, another question is who is this geographical knowledge interpellating? To whom do 

these maps become clear? 

 The strategies of Homeland Security through the Border Patrol detain and deter migration 

with minimal human cost for the government and the maximal control of movement of others, 

which translates into the maximal human cost at the expense of others. Natural forces have 

played a crucial role in bordering practices that lower the responsibility of the state over human 

casualties. Such technology for border control works by redirecting the affects of natural 

elements in order to reduce migration in its more crude ways; by killing or “making” others die. 

Accordingly, Border Patrol records indicate that the highest cause of death during the last decade 

is “exposure”. Even though, there are other causes of death that are almost equally significant, 

Humane Borders centers its efforts representing the natural dangers of crossing, with the ultimate 

objective of minimizing the deathly consequences of nature. The first section of this Chapter 
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examines the rhetorical figure of “natural causes” in its unquestioned political mediations and its 

consequences for the politics of humanitarism and for knowledge. Reverend Robin Hoover, the 

founder of Humane Borders, periodically publishes his thoughts and a review of the 

organization’s activities in Desert Fountain Newsletter and through periodical bulletins 

(http://www.humaneborders.org/news/documents/) reaffirming the organization’s mission, one 

that is framed in the values of biblical inspiration and samaritanism: “Humane borders is a 

strategic faith response to the rising number of migrant deaths. Both strategy and faith were 

present in the founding of Humane Borders, the writing of the mission statement, the early 

organization of the corporation, and in the unfolding since those days”.5  

 The organization’s non-political stare is in part its religious affiliation and due to the 

attacks from political officials and media that view Humane Borders’ actions as facilitating 

illegal entry. Civil patrols have accused Humane Borders of being misguided and naïve. As 

David Van Bienna said in the Time website: “providing water to people who were knowingly 

entering the United States illegally was at best a ‘feel-good service’. At worst, it was anti-

American.” (http//www.time.com/time/world/article/08599164564600.html 2009). They claimed 

that the water stations were incentivizing illegal action on the border because they counted with 

no proof that all the people who drink water from the water tanks aren’t criminals. In sum, the 

water tanks would “reward” illegal behavior. Anti-migrant groups trashing Humane Border’s 

image, made it seem as if they were violating the law and the rights of other citizen who reside 

on the border. In these terms, they would be resisting the efforts of the government-through 

Border Security- to “create a defense…to (prevent) persons or items from illegally enter the 

United States” (http://www.cbp.gov/border-security/along-us-borders/strategic-plan). Reverend 

                                                        
5 This comment was published in March 2005 in “Humane Borders Essays and Opinion Pieces: The story 
of Humane Borders”, a piece that came out as a set of responses to accusations from anti-migrant persons.   
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Hoover responded to this accusations saying that it was not an issue of legality, it was an issue of 

humanity. Ananda Rose in the 2013 book Showdown in the Sonoran Desert interviews Hoover, 

who responded to this point saying that “those who were crossing were going to do it anyway, 

with or without water. Who in his or her mind, Hoover retorted, wanted to leave country and 

family behind, risk rape and robbery, dehydration or hyperthermia, imprisonment and death? By 

the time people decide to cross, there was little convincing them to reconsider” (55). Rose argues 

in favor of the organization and highlights, in its defense, that providing water is not going to 

increase undocumented migration, but that migration occurs despite any humanitarian aid. In 

Humane Border’s website they make the same assertion, “The facts are that due to circumstances 

way beyond our control they do come… we hope that the one thing we can all agree on is that 

this northward migration should not cost more lives.” (http://www.humaneborders.org/water-

stations/). Even though this argument justifies the humanitarian act of the distribution of water, it 

is problematic since it positions the migrants as out-of-control beings that act out of instinct, and 

that are uncivilized since, despite the warnings, they keep disobeying common sense. Directing 

their efforts towards natural causes and calming the thirst of humans and not subjects, Humane 

Borders has overlooked the discursive consequences of the de-politization of humanitarian 

activism. 

 After the controversy, the organization made it clearer that their activism is more related 

to a common-sense law based on Judeo-Christian hospitality than to politics. In parallel to the 

creation of the mission statement, Robin Hoover has strived to collaborate with individuals, 

groups and agencies with whom he says to disagree. As he says: 

 We have pointed to death in the desert, declared that what is happening there is immoral, 

 and invited anyone with warrant and wisdom on this issue to come to the table…such as 
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 the Border Patrol, federal land managers, health care providers, elected officials, and 

 others, to discern viable means of changing what we see. At that table…we have chosen 

 to speak with all interested parties in a non-adversarial way. Each time a decision has 

 been taken and actions undertaken, everything Humane Borders officers and volunteers 

 have done has been public, open, transparent, and within the bounds of law.”  

 The second section of this Chapter examines the image of the migrant as a foreign body 

infecting the nation. The rescue of migrants from the adverse forces of nature presumes the 

constitution of the other as a vulnerable body that contracts death in a landscape that is a priori 

marked as epidemical. The maps reproduce this contagion narrative that has served the states for 

centuries to determine the limits between healthy and unhealthy and also between belonging and 

non-belonging.  

 The third section analyzes the two maps in relation to a geopolitical background that 

turns biopolitical when dealing with matters of life and death. The crossing of the border 

(without the required documentation) is seen as the transgression of national territory; 

jurisdiction of a state and it violates the values of society’s integrity, society as a body. The 

border territory in this sense is represented in the maps as the national metaphor for the body of 

the population. The graphic representation of the death of migrants as sickening the body politic 

serves an anti-immigration consciousness to actually promote death of other bodies as a means of 

defense of life itself. Death and life appear as visual artifices that draw a line of difference over 

the very category of the human. In sum these maps contribute to perpetuating the image of 

migrants as “natural” disposables and an excludable part of humanity. 

 The Border Patrol has been trying to “clean up” the militarized image of the institution by 

highlighting two main missions: the character of “rescuer” regarding humans in distress, and the 
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defense of population by protection of the Homeland’s borders against “bandits”. In this sense, 

militarized patrols (as well as civil patrols) that “secure” the border are imagined to do a favor to 

the rest of the citizenship inside the Homeland of the U.S. when what they actually promote is 

the insecurity of the nation about the possibility of being infected.6 In Foucauldian terms, they 

spread out the belief that “society must be defended” against the biological threats posed by “the 

other race” that we as a society are, despite ourselves. Thus, this Chapter’s questions the 

humanitarian labor as another side of the biopolitical discourses of sovereign narratives. It 

intends to account for the representational status of the migrant (that non-subjective horde-like 

entity7 that crosses the Southern border of the U.S. by foot) in relation to a biopolitical State that 

enables the agency of nature as a technology for governance.  

Natural causes 

 The maps under consideration here represent the deaths of migrants due to natural causes 

and the dangers that the landscape of the Desert present to the human who crosses the border. 

Humane Borders states in Chambelee et. al.: “Our main goal is to save lives. Elderly people, 

pregnant women, and families with young children deserve to know the risks they face and make 

an informed decision as to whether or not the economic hardship they face are greater than the 

risks posed by the landscape of southern Arizona” (16). As the quote reflects, the concerns that 

Humane Borders highlight as factors of risk are either economic hardships or natural hardships, 

excluding the political element in this triangulation. Humane Borders’ choice to work their 

humanitarism exclusively from the starting point of natural causes has consequences that speak 

of a rhetoric of humanitarism centered on the act of saving humanity as “natural” to the human. 

                                                        
6 Benjamin Muller in “Governing through risk” follows the argument of Van Munster and Aradau and 
analyzes the current use of technology at the border as “government through risk” or “precautionary risk”, 
the generation of insecurity as a means of creating security. 
7 Representatives of Capitol Hill in the Franklin era already described immigration as “hordes…of a most 
degraded corruption” (Carlson and Colburn, 185) 
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In point of fact, this entails a fallacy, since it is clear that the politics on immigration and the 

strategies for border enforcement have caused the inhuman conditions in which migrants cross 

and die in the first place. As it will be developed later, since 1994, the U.S. Border Patrol has 

performed a strategy of “prevention through deterrence” (6), founded on the assumption that 

forcing the points of crossing towards “more hostile terrain…less suited for crossing and more 

suited for enforcement” it would be possible to “gain control of southwestern border (7-11). 

Thus, it is the incarnation of state forces in natural elements that causes the suspension of all 

human rights of the other. This produces what Hanna Arendt, reading Agamben analyzed as 

“bare life”: people that are politically disqualified, hence anointed by “exceptional” political 

markers of humanness. This state practice strips the human of political rights and of the basic 

condition of life.  

 Nature has also been utilized philosophically from hegemonic forms of knowledge to 

culturally draw lines of division regarding social paradigms (race, gender, class, for instance, 

have been conceived as naturally and biologically dividable) as well as literal, territorial borders. 

In what follows, this section interrogates the “nature of the natural” as it is conceived in Western 

thought, as essential or elemental. It also points out some of the difficulties that this idea carries 

out for a critique of current border policies and the problems these policies engender. 

 The constitution of the binary oppositions of natural and cultural has long tradition in 

Western modes of representation. Embedded in the Platonic and Cartesian metaphysics of 

essence, the logic of representation has contributed to the separation of body and mind, organic 

and inorganic, material and immaterial and between other binaries that create categories based on 

dichotomies. For this way of thinking the relation that separates nature and culture determine the 
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way one conceives the human and the Humanities. It determines, thereof, what is necessary to 

preserve the human condition through humanitarism.  

 Noel Castree (2014) in Making Sense of Nature observes that what we call nature is made 

sense of for us in ways that make it central to the social order, social consent and dissent. He 

shows the “naturalness” of nature based on representations and that, since some last trends have 

conceived the human as “part of nature”, natural discourses have provoked consequences at a 

social level, such as blindly trusting the supposed naturalness of genes or race for ideological 

divisions of society. The challenge in Castree´s view is not to ignore nature, but to be aware of 

how fixed ideas about nature determine the construction of fixed social categories. As he says, 

“…while our various representations are assuredly about something we call ‘nature’ they are not 

the same as the things to which they refer and nor are they reducible to them. To suppose 

otherwise is to commit what philosopher Roy Bhaskar once termed ‘ontic fallacy’ (1993: 430)” 

(7). What Castree warns about is actually the belief that most knowledge has been conceived of 

as if it were a direct reflection of a more “real” world, that nature is a synonym for the real and 

that it is only found in the world of physical phenomena.8 In trying to “make sense of sense 

making” of nature, his question is What if nature is not natural?; “What if, instead of it being an 

object of domain we make sense of in various ways, our sense-making practices reveal 

something wholly ‘unnatural’ to us?” (6) Castree aims make sense not of nature but of how 

nature has been made sense of. This question, even though he claims to tend towards ontology 

more than epistemology,9 has a representational inspiration, since making sense of nature is 

inevitably a product of a linguistic or cognitive representation of the world. Seeing nature 

                                                        
8 This has been produced the misunderstanding that what is intended to be fictional or speculative 

is “less” real, an idea I will develop more on Chapter 3.  
9 Making sense of nature, his author declares, is about ontology, “but not in the classic philosophical 
sense of specifying what’s fundamentally ‘real’….My interest instead is in what various representations 
of nature communicate to us. They shape what they ostensibly depict” (6) 
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through its representations doesn’t mean that they are trustable as a mirror of what is represented, 

however. They also create realities and influence “senses” and acts. Along with the question of 

what nature means, this Chapter is concerned with what nature does and what meanings of nature 

do.  

 In trying to respond the question of meaning, Castree identifies four main characteristics. 

First, he notes that nature is conceived to be part of the non-human world, especially a part that is 

apparently not affected by the human (from where environmental activism originates). Second, if 

the human is conceived as part of this whole, both human and nature need to be seen in their 

physical and biological features (where the discourse of humans as a product of an evolutionary 

history comes from). Third it means “the essential quality or defining property of something” (8). 

This will be crucial for an analysis of Humane Borders’ maps as biopolitical representational 

statement of nature, since humanitarism is based on the defining or distinguishing quality of 

humanness. Lastly, it is viewed as the principles of the general functioning of things, “the power 

or force governing some or all living things” (8). Castree also notes that nature is imagined in a 

spatialized way (always elsewhere, usually far away) and temporalized way (far in the past, 

ending in the future). The naturalness of nature implies a difference from that which is human-

made or the intervention of human agency and it appears to be a passive victim of human action. 

Castree’s contribution about the meaning of nature is crucial to understand it as a discursive 

formulation. What one also needs to do is to understand exactly what nature does. The 

materiality of nature can reveal how culture is not a different or separate realm of experience and 

that nature can affect humans and non-humans alike; knowledges and practices. Accordingly, 

many theories of social construction have developed a critical work by questioning the 
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naturalized and oppressive categories that the nature/culture divide produce. This includes 

categories of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability within others.  

 The representations of nature traditionally hold essentialisms that adapt to a Cartesian 

way of seeing. Its associations with the biological, the corporeal and the passive have been 

extrapolated to produce the dualism of nature v/s culture, as well as men/women, mind/body, 

object/subject etc. that have been used as ways of denigration of sectors of society, as well as 

non-human life elements. Recently the emergence of bio-informatic capitalism demonstrated the 

convergence of bodies and technologies in a way that has required new critical tools. Donna 

Haraway marked a landmark in this realm, highlighting the mutations of a sexually conceived 

body in relation to technologies and how this relationship could no longer be thought of through 

binaries. Following Deleuze’s critical Oedipal condemnation of the human—the ties of blood 

that conceived mother, father and offspring as a “natural” causation—are crucial to her 

argument. Haraway proposes the figure of the “cyborg”, a form of being in which the distinction 

of technology, biology and consciousness is indistinguishable; “a condensed image of both 

imagination and material reality, the two joined centres structuring any possibility of historical 

transformation” (2). The cyborg, the result of a technologically led society, destroys the 

conception that natural or biological states of being could determine cultural or social roles of 

any kind, including but not limited to that of gender. The cyborgian world, as Haraway conceives 

it, pushes the postmodern critique beyond the socio-cultural determination of the human and 

therefore the power of power discourses. The cyborg challenges the “natural” as an assumption 

of old essentialisms and as a result of cultural constructions: “Nature and culture are reworked; 

the one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the other. The rela-
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tionships for forming wholes from parts, including those of polarity and hierarchical domination, 

are at issue in the cyborg world” (2) 

 After Haraway, culture can no longer be conceived of as separate from nature. The 

materiality of nature is not a passive ground waiting to be signified. The agency of nature is 

revived, especially through the New Materialist trends. As Karen Barad says in “Posthumanist 

Performativity”, relating nature to matter, “(matter) is not immutable or passive. Nor is it a fixed 

support, location, referent, or source of sustainability for discourse” (821), instead one needs to 

go beyond how nature is signified to understand its agency and how it is intimately connected to 

culture. Stacy Alaimo follows Barad emphasizing the importance of overcoming the linguistic 

turn’s supremacy in the humanities and social sciences and producing a more profound 

understanding of materiality. In Bodily Natures (2010) she focuses on the materialities of human 

bodies in connection with non-human natures. By turning to matter, these theorists seek to delve 

into the material realm of the social. This entails an ethics and politics that emerge from 

encounters between human and non-human actors, that she terms transcorporeal,  “the literal 

contact zone between human corporeality and more-than-human nature. Imagining human 

corporeality as trans-corporeality, in which the human is always intermeshed with the more-than-

human world, underlines the extent to which the substance of the human is ultimately 

inseparable from the environment” (17). This is to say that non-human matter is not inert but 

plays a role in the formation of nature-cultures, as well as the political practices and human 

processes. The political and ethical concern, Alaimo continues, is the material as “the emergent, 

ultimately unmappable landscapes of interacting biological, climatic, and political forces” (17). 

 Following Alaimos’ words, this Chapter reads Humane Borders’ maps in their 

unmappable side that is formed by the relationship of the landscape of the desert, the political 
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causes and consequences, the material formations and the representational status. State 

institutions have represented nature so that it would remain in a totally separate plane from the 

human, building an illusion that in order to reestablish the social order, humanity has to come 

back to its nature, as if a universal law constituted it.  

Contagious bodies 

 Comingled in our historical relationship towards nature as dirt and wild, that is far away 

in time and space, is a fear of all that is related to regions in which the unknown lurks. Within the 

nation of the United States, for instance, Douglas Canfield writes in his 2001 book Mavericks on 

the Border that the border between the United States and Mexico is most often characterized this 

way. Canfield argues that these fusty regions exist in the cultural imaginary as void-like spaces 

“without essence, without essential meaning” (4) the detachment of nature and essence here is 

significant, since such taxonomy of the landscape will coincide with the dirty, wild image of the 

other that comes from elsewhere and that is not essential to the nation. While dirt is an 

inextricable part of the landscape so is the human type associated with the wilderness of this not-

essential landscape, which will inevitably correspond to the migrant that crosses the dirt roads 

from far away. 

In Purity and Danger, the anthropologist Mary Douglas examines in great detail how dirt 

moved from the physical mark of the environment to a mark on the skin and to later form part of 

a cultural concept of disgust. These links determine an adverse response to signs of death 

because they are imagined to contaminate our bodies or lead to illness. Death is viewed as 

something transferable onto objects, sites and people. Illness comes from that which is foreign to 

the body, which is thought to be filthy, usually catalogued as Other. In the maps analyzed the 

desert location is found a priori defined by the dangerousness of nature, a life threatening power, 
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which eliminates the possibility of coexistence with human life. The transgression of the border 

in this sense, becomes the transgression of nature, and moreover, the “natural”, “human” instinct 

of life. In sum, death is the result of the migrant´s stubbornness. In this way, the failed attempt to 

cross the territorial border becomes the crossing of an ethical boundary. Matter out of place, on 

the other hand, has been related to culturally and politically-specific meanings of dirt, as Douglas 

remarks, it is always “in the eye if the beholder” (2), always depends on a perspective of things 

(in this case North-South), a social and political (dis)ordering: “Dirt then, is never a unique, 

isolated event. Where there is dirt there is system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic ordering 

and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements” (36). 

The demarcation of otherness as desert-specific, participates in the delimitation of the boundary 

between the appropriate and the inappropriate. Taken to the spatial dimension, Douglas notes 

that the recognition of what is dirty depends on an idea of order. Everything that contradicts this 

order becomes residual and unwanted, “If we abstract pathogenicity and hygiene from our notion 

of dirt, we are left with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place” (36). If the presence of 

undocumented migrants in the US is seen as inappropriate, as matter out of place, the mortal 

features of such landscape ironically give death a sense of appropriateness. Sarah Hill (2006) 

based on Douglas concept of matter out of place, shows how the media representations link the 

border environment as dirty with a stereotyping of migrants as dirty and self-soiling, these 

stereotypes contributed to make “the prospects of uncontrolled immigration seem both naturally 

inevitable and consequently more threatening” (779). Hill highlights how migration is shown as 

uncontrollable when related to the environment of the border. This justified the reinforcement of 

border control; “By linking ‘dirty’ immigrants Mexicans to a ‘dirty’ border environment, the 

NAFTA-era media coverage of the U.S-Mexico border reinforced existing stereotypes and 



 Johannes 39

provided nativists with another seemingly natural reason to disparage and denigrate Mexicans.” 

(779). On the other hand, the nature of the migrant is represented as marginal and non-belonging 

because it coincides with the conception of border regarded as matter out of place, since it is 

geographically at the margin of the national territory.   

Along with the common image of the immigrant as “dirty” and “contaminating” Hill 

cites, the maps connote the border as an infectious and contagious focus of death for the living. 

Contagion was a persistent theme in discussions about urban and industrial settlements in the 

nineteenth century. As Foucault (1979) shows, contagious diseases were a concern for scientists, 

government institutions and politicians, who normally associated them with poverty and later on 

with deviances from the “natural” or “normal” human behavior (i.e. heterosexuality). Moral, 

economic and social causes of diseases led to justifications and technologies for the control of 

illness, as well as the control of death/life factors concerning the life in the city. In doing so, 

scientific and government elites turned the prevention of contagion into a problem of social 

control. Even though, these measures allowed to improve the health conditions in the city, as 

Foucault reveals, a consequence of linking the sick with the deviant was that the preoccupation 

with disease soon was only an attempt to intervene and discipline the citizens—especially the 

working class—for the means of a more productive system. 

Spatially, there were many elements of urban planning that aimed to purge contagious 

bodies out of the civilized centers. Cemeteries, for instance, were installed in the peripheries with 

hygienic purposes, as a metaphor of the “border” between the dead and the living, and also 

between the known and the unknown. Foucault points out cemeteries as “heterotopia”, spaces 

where multiple histories overlap, where the mysteries of life coincide with the mysteries of 

death. On Humane Borders’ maps this comes forth as the territory fills up with red dots of death, 
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showing an image of the border land as an infected body. The Sonoran Desert border appears to 

be breaking the order of living civilization with the meaning of disorder, contagiousness and 

death. It is depicted as a cemetery where the dying end up or are deposited by an institutionalized 

spatialization for the preservation of integrity of the civilized.  

Foucault explains that cemeteries actually started to be localized at the border of the cities 

in the nineteenth century, considering death as infectious:  

In correlation with individualization of death and the bourgeois appropriation of the 

 cemetery, there arises an obsession with death as an ‘illness.’ The dead, it is supposed, 

 brings illness to the living, and it is the presence and proximity of the dead right beside 

 the houses, next to the church, almost in the middle of the street, it is this proximity that 

 propagates death itself (25.)  

Therefore, it is seen as contagious, as well as the bearers of other deviances that were 

considered to be non-natural to the normal citizen. The geography of the desert shown in the 

maps as a cemetery functions as the other side of the power of sovereignty: it neutralizes state 

power when the deathly forces of nature act on humans transgressing the norm. 

 For several decades, the term “contagion” has been used to refer metaphorically to border 

issues, including its association with terrorism, suicide bombings and immigration among others 

(see Bruce Magnusson and Zahi Anbra Zalloua, 2012). This epidemiological language has 

repressive effects. Within the landscape of the Sonoran Desert this takes the shape of a 

militarized surveillance. Fear of the other and the harmful consequences of border pollution and 

the death of others pose questions about nature, its affects and its relation to state 

security/insecurity. The representation of the migrant’s capacities to affect and be affected in a 

contagious way is coherent with a broader (global) epidemiological political discourse. As 
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Andrew Lakoff suggests in “Epidemic Intelligence”, contagion as a metaphor for the other has 

its foundation in relation to a milieu in which U.S.-based infectious diseases experts since near 

the end of the Cold war advanced an “ecological vision of disease emergence as the result of 

environmental transformation combined with increased global circulation” (54). It is of note that 

this language was also emerging as a consequence of what he terms “viral sovereignty” or the 

political use of biological threats as a means of national power. In Lakoff’s view, this kind of 

biopower can be graphically noted in world maps, and easily relatable to the inequalities between 

global North and South. In this sense, the actual spread of epidemics in poorer countries serves 

as a base of politics of fear and the notion that the poor threaten the rich (requiring the 

prioritization of prevention in all forms). Lakoff’s article reveals the articulation of a global 

imaginary concerning the sovereign body and its discursive practices to preserve integrity and 

purity. The imagined vulnerabilities have a grip on a universalized affliction of a “common 

humanity”, “what is at stake in these debates is the common good, designated as ‘human life,’ 

universally threatened. But whose common good is actually being defended—that of those who 

suffer abject living conditions, or that of would-be sufferers in wealthy nations?” (19). The 

question of who is secured and who is vulnerable becomes a security issue in the context of 

leaky borders. In addition, the model for the humanitarianism (with respect to biomedicine in this 

case, but in other forms as well) will prioritize interventions at the level of “suffering 

individuals”, instead of aiming for the transformation of institutional governmental instances 

(51). This mode of governance as viral sovereignty is also a mode of governance as bio-

sovereignty, because it enables the agency of bio-elements as a force that is non-human, 

therefore delegating power over what is conceived as uncontrollable nature.  
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The aesthetic emergency of contagion as an affect is intimately connected to a 

representative affective governance through language and also through visual aids (See 

Lifesavers adds i. 3 and i.4). Many warning signs were put out at crossing points considered of 

“high risk” on the US side of the border from the early 2000s, when Southern border issues were 

becoming a concern of national security measures in the aftermath of 9/11. Some of the signs 

warn about the risks of a potentially life-threatening journey across arduous landscapes. Others 

caution motorists to look out for migrants running across the road. This discourse of caution 

shows a contagious, anti-immigration nature of governmental discourse through visual 

“migration preventive advertisement”.  

 These tactics have produced an environment of fear. As in epidemics, the possible spread 

of dangerous pathogens represents a risk. Something similar occurs with strange bodies 

trespassing the skin/border of the nation, for which the government has constructed the identity 

of the migrant population as a branch of terrorism. The political aesthetics that these narratives 

entail create the illusion of wilderness associated with the migrant (crossing wildly the border 

like an unruly hoard). The message comes down to a need for civilization to have these warning 

signs to prevent uncivilized acts. Also, it reinforces the need for constant surveillance and 

clearing up of the public roads (tracts) before such a threat of congestion. In this way, 

governance aesthetics manages the fear of the population regarding the possibility of the 

negative affects of foreign bodies. 

 The nature of the threat and the underlying problems derived from migrant crossing the 

border are usually obscured by the ways they have been formulated. The narratives described 

above show how the contagiousness and implicit terrorism construct a form of bio-terror 

discourse. Ronnie Lippens points to the proliferating tendency to depict terrorism as a virus since 
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the events of 9/11 as evidence of the increasing contagion discourses in the context of 

international relations and of empire generally. This tendency increases the urgency to secure 

borders through epidemiological response. This urgency stems from the entanglement of the 

other and nature, both posed as bio-threats, since death enters the body from nature forces as 

migrants enter the body of the nation. Secondly, the need to secure of the border comes from the 

fear of death as a threat that affects the nature of the human as a species. What is conceived of as 

civilized will be in charge of determining who or what is at risk and who and what must be 

defended. Therefore, even though the bodies at risk are those of migrants, border security will 

function as an antidote against the perceived contagion of the other. The obscure way of 

couching border security as an action against the plague of migrants imagines the Border Patrol 

as agents for “safety” and “rescue”, veiling the “securitization” and strategic “militarization” 

going on10 (see Joseph Nevins, Andreas and Dunn who speak about the border enforcement as 

militarization.) The terror that migration represents equates the articulation of the personal body 

to the body of the nation. The metaphors of migrant as infectious danger entail an imagination 

regarding the risk of the bodies of population. 

 The key role of the body as a transmitter and receiver of intensities is crucial to some new 

materialist theories. Teresa Brennan (2004) writing from a neuro-scientific perspective for 

instance, has stressed how bodies “transmit” affect. She defines affect as the non-representational 

physiological shifts that are experienced in the encounter with other bodies, she says, “this is 

why they can enhance or deplete” (6). Bruno Latour (2005) on the other hand, states that “the 

                                                        
10 For instance, the Life Savers project to which FIGURE 3 and FIGURE 4 belong, was originally 
created as an aerial patrolling with the goal to discover migrants in distress, but also as an apprehension of 
migrants who cross illegally With this objective, several “rescue stations” were installed throughout the 
desert, thirty six feet metal poles to enable migrants who were desperate to signal for help with signs 
designed in English, with inscriptions such as “If you need help, push red button. U.S. Border Patrol will 
arrive in one hour?” “Do not leave this location”. If migrants pushed the button an official patrol would 
come to arrest them.  
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body cannot be understood as a closed substance or entity. When describing the body one must 

always focus on what it is related to, what touches it, what it is aware of: “…to have a body is to 

learn to be affected, meaning ‘effectuated’, moved, put into motion by other entities, humans or 

non-humans” (205). Latour stresses that the experience of being affected implies an embodied 

knowledge. From these two views one can deduce that affects are conceived as physiological 

results of encounters and that “to be affected” means to experience a shift in the condition and 

intensity of the body. The exposure to the elements and to the difficulties of the landscape of 

border is product of a state manipulation of elements to indirectly affect the bodies of others. The 

maps of death by natural causes show this as a bordering practice.  

  In this sense, the contagiousness works geographically to transpose from other frames of 

reference with which it is in assemblage, in a frame of “tactile topologies of contagion”, as 

Deborah Dixon and John Paul Jones (2014) propose in their article: “a topology of bodies that 

might be discerned in such epidemics, ones that rework some preconceived notions as to the 

where as the what of a virus” (223). Corporeal vulnerabilities, they say following Deleuze and 

Guattari, may account for viral spreads, but most significantly, they produce spaces and 

spatialities. The geopolitics at play relates frontiers of the territory with frontiers of the intimate, 

the vulnerable bodies that fall dead and how this becomes an affective geography, transforming 

the rest of the population into a vulnerable body. Using Shukin on the distinction of pathic and 

gnostic, Dixon and Jones point out how biosecurity works its geopolitics through a 

representational principle that has a “tactile foundation” and follows a Cartesian way of 

seeing/sensing. This representational imagery domesticates the sensory as a mode of 

classification of the secure/insecure that then becomes a daily practice of citizenry: 

“…unreflective pathic sense-making by humans—or, to be more precise, an irresponsible 
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biocitizenry—is rendered animalistic in such…insofar as it can propagate co-mingled viral 

matter. State apparatuses tasked with managing the spread of infection work to bring 

precognitive, pathic touches into the realm of representational forms” (227). Death maps 

dialogue with visual imagery that conceive the migrant as animalistic horde crossing and 

infecting the border. What prevention through deterrence government-produced images 

reproduces is a narrative of representations of risk and spatial practices that seek to generate or 

disrupt naturalized imaginaries of what belongs and what does not. The rendering of a landscape 

as wild and contagious, and therefore the migrant’s bodies as such, involves a racialising 

discourse in which migrants are seen as infecting or “trashing America” (see also Hill, 2006; 

Sundberg, 2008). 

 Turning to politics, affect has been seen as a way or rearticulating a relation to the 

political power in a way that concerns the vital more than the strategic (Gibson-Graham, 2006). 

Brian Massumi articulates the mobilizing potential of affective politics as a “micropolitics”, not 

so much as a way of managing the masses but as an art of triggering the cues that “attune” 

bodies.11 Politically, some state practices regarding the manipulation of nature at the border do 

use this power to strategically provoke the death of others and at the same time create the illusion 

of sameness and highlight differences relating the abilities to be effectuated upon by natural 

forces, those supposed to be beyond the control of the human.  

 The mass phenomenon of death as a contagious cemetery has to do with the affects of the 

state regarding the modification of the body condition of others. The difference of these bodies 

                                                        
11 In Brian Massumi’s proposition, however, politics should not be to homogenize population, but to 
create different responses, in part because he doesn’t believe that sameness and unison is possible in its 
totality. The same affective environment can produce distinct effects, which explains why things and 
humans cannot be conceived as determined by social or ideological structures. I use the concept here to 
facilitate the understanding of attuning bodies to their affective capacities and how that can be politically 
modified. 
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with respect to those of the legal citizens is shown to have a natural tendency to be affected by 

the harsh conditions of the desert landscape, when in fact it is an alibi of the state (Doty, 2011). 

Therefore, their vulnerability is not natural but biopolitical.  

Humane Borders’ Maps 

Those attempting to cross the border with Mexico have always faced the hazards of 

nature. Since the late 1990’s and most rigidly after 2001, these dangers have increased because 

of strategic changes in the U.S. government for border policy and strategies that led to “the 

militarization of the border” (Dunn, 2005; Nevins, 2010). The maps under scrutiny here draw 

from a geographic knowledge that juxtaposes the desert geography with migrants dying. Beyond 

the maps’ historical immediacy –it’s specific reference to border conflicts as a “contact” and 

“combat” zone (Pratt, 1992; cited in Kaplan, 2000)—are its deeper historical trajectories. These 

are militarized strategies for cleaning up the nation by preventing border crossing, rooted in 

1994, when the INS began the Southwest Border enforcement Strategy. Aiming for “prevention 

through deterrence”, the strategy attempted to make it “so difficult and so costly to enter the 

USA illegally that fewer individuals even try” (INS, 3). To this end, Border Patrol operations 

such as “Operation Gatekeeper”(which militarized the California border) and “Operation Hold 

the Line” (at the Texas border), “Operation Safeguard” (Southern Arizona) and “Operation Rio 

Grande” (South Texas) are key points in the trajectory of desert landscape-as-border and how the 

fence (today material and virtual apparatus) became a natural architecture of fear and hate. The 

projects sought to prevent unauthorized crossers and were intended to push migrant traffic away 

from traditional urban routes to areas that according to INS are “…more remote and difficult to 

cross” (3). As a result, over the past 20 years the Sonoran Desert in Arizona has been has been 

one of the busiest crossing points along the Southern border. The Border Patrol’s attention 
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focuses on apprehension of illegal migrants that cross this arduous terrain by foot, with 

sophisticated ground and aerial surveillance technology to detect and capture them. These 

individuals often walk long distances over several days and must overcome inhospitable 

conditions of the political and natural environment. The Border Patrol’s Operations reflect the 

ability of the state to present nature as an aid in deterring people from crossing and at the same 

time to naturalize the illegality of border crossing. The conditions of the desert and the public 

perception that the border is a zone ruled by chaos (Andreas, 2009; Maril, 2004) means that the 

state can justify using all kinds of forces to maintain control and exclude the “uncivilized” (see 

Mbembe, 2003). Research shows that Prevention through Deterrence has failed to deter 

migration (Cornelius and Salehayan, 2007) but has succeeded in shaping border crossing into 

exposure to a state-crafted geopolitical terrain designed to be deathly (Cornelius, 2010, DeLeón, 

2015). 

The fact that the Sonoran Desert is remote, sparsely populated, and largely out of the 

view of American public exacerbates the image of the border as that natural anti-immigration 

barrier. This materializes a specific politics regarding nature, life and death. The use of the 

environment as “raw physicality” as Doty (2011) says, “can be exploited and can function to 

mask the workings of social and political power. (607).  

Since 2001 Humane Borders has mapped the number and location of deaths by natural 

causes, as a reaction to the increasing rate of migrants dying after the Border Patrol’s funneling 

operations. Migrant advocates claim to be working towards humanizing the image of the migrant 

in opposition to immigration restrictions and militarization of the border. They publicly assert 

life as the main condition of human rights. As part of the proliferation of humanitarian action in 
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the Tucson area,12 Humane Borders conducts a range of activities. One of the most popular and 

controversial is the installation of water stations. Even though different groups carry out a variety 

of operations, they all share a desire to treat border crossers in a humane manner, or according 

with universal standards of humanitarism, regardless of their legal status. The intent of water 

tanks and the maps is to inform and prevent death. They reinforce nature as death’s cause; 

therefore, providing water becomes providing life. Even though this gesture heightens awareness 

of the migrants’ suffering and injustices, the exclusive focus on natural causes is problematic, 

since it doesn’t consider border enforcements as a contributing factor. Indeed, since Humane 

Borders was publicly criticized as fomenting illegal actions, they turned their focus totally on 

providing water as a natural resource, with the justification of defending the most “bare” human 

right, that of life. This was an attempt to de-politicize their activism. As it reads in their website:  

“The facts are that due to circumstances way beyond our control they do come… we hope that 

the one thing we can all agree on is that this northward migration should not cost people their 

lives.”13 The organization’s statement highlights its political impartiality and its powerlessness 

before nature. Since 2001, Humane Borders has mapped migrant death data from a variety of 

sources, including the U.S. Border Patrols of Tucson and Yuma, the Mexican Consulates County 

Medical Examiners. Their spatial data is co-produced with the Arizona Land Resource 

Information System, Southern Arizona Data Services Program and Surface Management Data. 

Humane Borders openly shares their geographical sources, including these maps, GIS and GPS 

information of dead migrants and hydration points with government agencies such as U.S. 

National Park Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Pima 

                                                        
12 Some of them are Border Action Network, Samaritans and No more death, all developed at different 
times, with different actions against the spread of migrant’s death. 
13 www.humaneborders.org 
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County Arizona, the City of Tucson, AZ., Grupo Beta in Sonora, Mexico, and private property 

owners along the border, including anti-migrant groups. The maps have been distributed through 

these channels, on the web and at several albergues or migrants shelters in Sasabe (Mexican 

border town). According to their website, the maps have allowed them “to approach government 

and private land managers, show them where deaths occur most frequently, and offer a strategy 

for water stations aimed at curbing the fatalities” (humaneborders.org), something the group 

highlights as on of its most significant achievements. 

Humane Borders activists have installed around sixty water stations at places near the 

U.S. border where migrants cross, consisting of a single 65-gallon barrel of water placed on steel 

stands and marked with blue flags atop 30-feet tall flagpoles. Both maps emitted by Humane 

Borders (i.1 and i. 2) are interrelated, produced as complementary to each other and disseminated 

at the same venues on the U.S. side of the South Border (Douglas, AZ; Lukeville, AZ; Nogales, 

AZ). i.1 depicts deaths and water in the same cartographic text. Water and death, an obvious 

oxymoron, are a rhetorical figure on this map. The socio-spatial arrangement of water tanks in i.1 

is shown as the agency of the humanitarian aid enacted against a deathly landscape. Death is 

shown not only spatially but temporarily, as it can be seen on i.2, which suggests the estimated 

days of life remaining once one crosses the border, represented in concentric circles, life here is 

represented as a counter-clock timeline (i.2) 

The maps figure water and death in all their “natural” connotations as naturalized or 

acculturated through human action. With regards to water, both maps contain a rhetorical 

contradiction: water’s scarcity implies its abundance. Blue flags representing points of hydration 

are as spread out and constant as death, which is represented by red dots. Water as a necessary 

resource for human life can be reached in the deathly geography that the maps depict, implies a 
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giver and a given, setting up Humane Borders as sourcing and sustaining human life. The right to 

supply water in a landscape primarily devoid of it turns the distribution of water into an act 

geographical knowledge and power over the movement of bodies. In this context, there is an 

implicit reader able to interpret all the geographical codes, that does not coincide with the 

migrant population represented, that which is spatially moved as if it were human cattle, herded 

towards the source of water or life, to calm a natural, bodily instinct. While the Border Patrol has 

positioned themselves rhetorically as the “migrant’s rescuers” (Wayne Cornelius 2001) they 

work in alliance with humanitarian groups, aiming to “save the life” (as in the campaign 

Lifesavers, i.3) of border crossers, minimizing the human “risk”. Maps of death and water make 

migrants visible and accountable through their location. This knowledge, shared by the two 

apparently opposed institutions makes the migrant population a legible text, thus, controllable in 

their bare “human” conditions. The mappability of their movements across the border and of 

their patterns of living and dying are as suspicious as the ability of humanitarian acts, both of 

Humane Borders and of Border Patrol) to imbue the Other with humanness. But tacitly, the 

control of information also implies well the control of life and death, since the maps make 

migrants rescueable, but also locate them as punishable, deportable and eventually subject of 

death, coming back to a vice circle. If water is popularly known as “life”, the control of water 

inevitably becomes the control of life itself, of livelihood, pertaining not only these “others”, but 

to the general population. It is in this way that the maps evidence how the control of the most 

vital resource is a powerful political position embedded in biopower, which reflects on a 

pervasive condition of State power to control the lives (and deaths) of population.  

FIGURE 1 localizes the recorded migrant deaths in the region of the Sonoran Desert 

drawn as an accumulation of red dots that advance from the geographical border upwards in the 
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map and disappear right before they reach urban places with larger (civilized) population. Read 

in conjunction with the other map (FIGURE 2) adds to this complexity a written text that 

delimits the space temporarily: “Un día caminando”, “Dos días caminando”, “Tres días 

caminando” (One day walking, two days walking, three days walking). Each determination 

corresponds to the radius of a circle, drawn successively, only to the north of the border, almost 

mimicking a time clock that announces in a delimited length of terrain. This cartographic 

imaginary delimits the space/time of the border. The blocks of space are imbued with what 

Foucault (1986) sensed as the time in “heterotopies”, a time that differs from our temporal 

conception, for they are “most often linked to slices in time-which is to say that they open onto 

what might be termed, for the sake of symmetry, ‘heterochronies’” (5)14. The limited space given 

to a final countdown in the maps denotes the capacity of heterochronies to accumulate time in 

history. Crossing the border is a process imagined as never-ending. This time clock functions as 

a sort of foucauldian or surrealist conception of heterochronies, as “perpetual and indefinite 

accumulation of time in an immobile place” (26), as if it were a represented landscape, in which 

time never stops building up in history, but space never stops producing death. 

An underlined footnote on the bottom of the map is titled “Información para migrantes” 

(Information for migrants) The note’s text offers an hegemonic reading of map: “Pasar la 

frontera caminando por el desierto es peligroso y puede terminar en la muerte” (Crossing the 

border is dangerous and can result in death) This legend is in Spanish, but it is mainly distributed 

in the U.S. side of the border, throughout U.S. governmental institutions and other organizations. 

The reader assumes that the first receptor of this message is the migrant mass, which ironically 

                                                        
14 Foucault in his essay “Of Other Spaces” talks about cemeteries as the “heterotopic spaces”, or 
spaces that are understood only in relation to other spaces, but at the same time subvert the 
latters. The heterotopia, he says, “is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 
several sites that are themselves incompatible” (25). 
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does not have direct access to it. The fatal destiny is only matched with the migrant´s life/death. 

The migrant´s presence in the map’s aesthetics is shown alarmingly inadequate to the context 

depicted. On the other hand, the capacity for agency of the migrant is practically voided, since it 

is overpowered by the meanings of death. As a result, the map reinforces the conception of the 

human crossing the desert as matter out of place. 

It is therefore no wonder that National Security language has adopted medical-like 

language to refer to the militarization of the border. The border is created as a body to be 

operated in its double sense: to conduct the tactic activities for contention and to perform a 

“surgical” work in circumscribing otherness. In Humane Border maps in particular, as well as a 

trajectory for the ascension of the desert landscape “as border”, it may be useful for the 

understanding of how the iconography of such representations has become a “natural” 

architecture of enmity at these venues. They simply summarize a visual double discourse that 

INS and Border Patrol operations have spread out as the juxtaposition of two levels of 

signification when talking about danger: the danger of the exterior, a “natural gatekeeper” of the 

border and the danger from the exterior, embodied in the figure of immigration as a north wide 

beast-like horde in the wilderness. In other terms, these images represent the ability of the state 

to manage and mold a national landscape as a constant contention and control of mobility.  

 Biopolitical Landscape 

 These maps reflect a dimension of a mode of power that uses the threat of natural 

elements to produce a moral law, in addition to the national juridical law that enables a state of 

exception. The urge to protect “humanity” establishes a shift to other modes of sovereignty: 

where once it was waged in the name of defending the citizens of a nation, border security 

through nature organizes a state practice around the protection or disabling of humanity in its 
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biological capacities. This connects the natural (nature and the human) and unveils it as not-so-

natural. Death modifies the biological functions of bodies at the time that the sovereign executes 

its intrinsic power of qualification, enabling or disabling human bodies for their political 

functions. The addition of nature agents problematizes who gets protected, who does the 

protecting and what forms that protecting takes. It transforms the system dominated by juridical 

sovereignty over national territories to one of bio-sovereignty that operates according to the logic 

of exception, applied to material life rather than juridical life.  

 It is not fortuitous that 2001´s events “enforced” the relevance of the border as territory, 

even though the attacks didn´t actually “cross” any territorial boundary. What this highlights is a 

kind of danger that signifies the idea of illegal migrants crossing-and dying of their own will- in 

the national desert. Crossing the border is read as a suicidal act, therefore as an unnatural 

instinct. Nature would fight on the side of the biopolitical intent of the state to maintain the 

“natural order” of its territory. Otherwise, since national borders are sites for regulating the 

movement of bodies, the violation of borders questions the very ability of the state to provide for 

its citizens and challenges the state’s claim to be able to uphold social order. Illegal immigration 

is therefore seen as corroding the integrity of the state. The generation of risk at the border 

through the manipulation of nature’s agency is a double-edged weapon. It puts at risk life of 

others, only to produce internal risks, imagined as means of security.  

 If crossing the geopolitical border—without the required documentation—is a life-in 

itself-threatening attempt, it also challenges the state’s capacity to manage life. For Foucault 

(2003) this is how the ensemble of a biopolitical State operates. Its main mechanism of power is 

structural racism. In order to decide which lives to save (“make live”) and which ones to dispose 

(“let to die”) racism in its institutional practice shows up as a sort of tool for arbitrary selection 
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(which is thought to be a kind of “natural selection”). Racism allows sovereign power using 

death as the justification for preserving life, “racism makes it possible to establish a relationship 

between my life and the death of other that is not military . . . but a biological-type relationship” 

(255). For Foucault, modern “Biopolitics” emerged at the end of the eighteen-century, as a 

politics that organizes and regulates life. This involves the management and distribution of risk, 

mortality and life expectancy and, accordingly, the quality of living. Biopolitics is informed by a 

discourse on life that is about life as much as it appears, strategically, to belong to life itself, as if 

it were a natural sacred, invulnerable value, the power can be exercised “in such a way that it is 

capable of suppressing life itself. And therefore, to suppress life itself insofar as it is the power 

that guarantees life” (253). In other words, that a biopolitical crossing or damaging invasion on 

the part of the migrant serves the state in its anti-immigration policies to actually promote life as 

a means of defense. Propagating death is no longer a concern for the state, which discretely 

allows death. The Other in this sense will be killed in a way that is “allowed” to die as a strategy 

to promote the health and well being of the nation. Cultivating life becomes coextensive with the 

sovereign right to kill, and death becomes merely an effect of the primary effort to cultivate the 

life of population. The shift from death to life is how the state maintains its function to defend, or 

help society defend itself. Death, consequently, becomes a natural affect in the preservation not 

of life itself, but of the well-living and functioning of society.  

 On the other hand, the national population has to be in risk so as to assure that sovereign 

power is in a position to adjudicate the right to life. When people choose a sovereign power they 

empower it to control their own death, Foucault says, “forced by threat or need” (241). 

According to Foucault, the sovereign power -enabled by the will of population- is simply and 

crudely the power to kill. He puts it this way: “Sovereign power´s effect on life is exercised only 



 Johannes 55

when the sovereign can kill . . . it is at the moment when the sovereign can kill that he exercises 

his right over life” (240).  The expansion of security agents, walls, technologies of vigilance—

financed by the largest budget for border security ever contemplated by the Congress—are an 

assemblage of sovereignty that ultimately aims at controlling population. In this transition of 

modes of power, the territorial logic acts as a terror-driven logic for security and insecurity.  

 Judith Butler’s reading of Foucault’s History of Sexuality, follows his “wishful 

construction: death is effectively expelled from Western modernity, cast behind it as a historical 

possibility, surpassed or cast outside it as a non-Western phenomenon”(85). She invites us to 

reconsider the biopolitical character of fostering life from the vantage point of those bodies that 

have been historically put to death (specifically she talks about queer bodies afflicted or 

threatened of HIV). In rhetorically displacing death from the primary practice of the state to 

preserve life, biopolitics works unimpeded. In Society Must be Defended, Foucault (2003) 

asserts, “death was no longer something that suddenly swooped down on life, as in an epidemic. 

Death was now something permanent, something that slips into life, perpetually gnaws at it, 

diminishes it and weakens it.” (244) Ironically, as Butler notes, Foucault dies in 1984 due to 

AIDS epidemics. Butler returns the conversation of biopolitics back to death. Significantly, 

Achille Mbembe (2003) follows the post-Foucault biopolitical line of reasoning15 to suggest that 

it has become a matter of “necropolitics”. He defines the concept in the context of a colonial and 

neocolonial critique, as “the relationship between politics and death”, as the outstanding role of 

                                                        
15 A “Post-Foucault” critique is urgent according to Eugene Thacker in The Global Genome, he 
questions: How do we understand Foucault’s concept of biopolitics after Foucault? How has the concept 
of biopolitics been transformed in the current context?” (22) Some theoretical work has been done by 
postcolonial and transnational scholars with this regard, including Inderpal Grewal (2005) who examines 
the convergence of biopolitics and geopolitics in neoliberalism; Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2000) 
who talk about a biopolitical production; Patricia Clough (2007) who links biopolitics to affect 
economies; Gilles Deleuze (1995) on biopolitical control societies and Achille Mbembe (2003), on 
biopolitics as necropolitics. 
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death in sovereign practices. Using Foucault’s argument as a point of departure, Mbembe argues 

that biopolitics is not sufficient to explain how the threat of violent death continues to prevail as 

a technique of governance in contemporary settings. He recounts how death has been detached 

from the project of living –a direct relation to killing, by asking, “Is the notion of biopower 

sufficient to account for the contemporary ways in which the political, under the guise of war ,of 

resistance, or of the fight against terror, makes the murder of its enemy its primary and absolute 

objective?” (12).16 If Foucault in the History of Sexuality saw death as a result of a politics of 

vitalism, Mbembe departs from Foucault to consider death as the crude means of biopower, 

mentioned in Foucault’s posthumous Society Must Be Defended. In that later works, Foucault 

develops his notion of biopower by contending that “the gradual disqualification of death” in 

biopolitical regimes of living has disguised death as “something to be hidden away. It has 

become the most private and shameful thing of all”. In the optimization of life, he continues, 

“power no longer recognizes death. Power literally ignores death” (247-248). Mbembe continues 

considering the politics of death in every-day life as the omnipotent power to kill (40) and to 

suffocate life in forms of “necropolitical” daily violence, such as the manipulation of sources of 

life including health, the possibilities to reproduce, forms of acceptable intimate life and issues of 

security. These technologies reassure life as the well-being or the “living well” of society. As 

Foucault (2003) would put it, “an overall equilibrium that protects the security of the whole from 

internal dangers” (249). Mbembe’s claim is that necropolitics is promoted as a form of governing 

through death instead of life, through an extortion of the population, in which the sovereign 

                                                        
16 This question reflects Mbembe’s dialogue with the work of Giorgio Agamben, who poses that question 
in relation to the state of exception. Mbembe, however, does not regard the politics of death as presenting 
an exception but rather as the dominant social configuration in states that operate under conditions of 
emergency, as in martial law imposed by civilian governments or as in the crisis declared right now in 
Mexico. Both authors reveal in their analyses a debt to F. W. J. Schelling’s idea of the “living dead” as 
subjects who never realize their full potential while living under the politics of death (Zîzêk 2004). 
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emerges through the liberty to determine death. A state can only be called sovereign when it 

achieves the power to determine who dies and who does not die and, therefore, not only lives, 

but lives “as a citizen”. Joseph Pugliese (2005), in his study of the forensic graphic system, finds 

that “necropolitics” manifests a necrological whiteness, a hegemonic discourse that perpetuates 

racism even beyond death. He argues that life and the body of that life is always “already 

instrumentalized by a series of technologies . . . essential in rendering the body culturally 

intelligible” (362). Whiteness serves as the racial metaphor for legality, which regulates life and 

death from the standpoint of biological difference.  

 Structural racism as the caesura of a biopolitical sovereignty is a crucial ingredient for 

current border security. When looking at all the maps and signs as “migration prevention”, a 

biopolitical and necropolitical sovereignty jumps out as a massive killing of the Other as a means 

of purification. 

 If the events of 2001 was a milestone for anti-terrorist measures, the answer that the state 

gave to the unexpected terrorist threat-that of the “volatile” suicide attack- was to rapidly force 

terror down to earth. A clear delineation of the border in the map signifies an effort to concretize 

and delimitate the vastness of danger, gain knowledge over it, overpower it. It is not surprising to 

see how this conception of terror as a tangible risk has enabled hegemonic power to profile 

punishable, deportable and ultimately “slaughterable” targets. As Foucault once characterized the 

sovereign voice in times of terror: “Go get slaughtered and we promise you a long and pleasant 

life.” (240), the sovereign´s prerogative to revoke the life of its subjects in order to guarantee 

them the right to live and live well constructs an efficient economy of health as an economy of 

death, in which life is understood as default. Life on “this side of the border” is lived as the 

reverse of others’ death, thus, life is there to be taken and death in others is the latent presence 
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that guaranties it. The popular aphorism that used to summarize the state´s logic was “take life or 

let live”, which, according to Foucault, has been transformed by the biopolitical state to a new 

formula: “make live and let die” (240).  

 In this respect, Jackes Derrida (2004) (As Joseph Pugliese (2009) pointed out) 

interrogates the logic of this rationality when responding a question about terrorism of 9/11: 

“Does terrorism have to work only through death? Can´t one terrorize without killing? And does 

killing necessarily mean putting to death? Isn´t it also ‘letting die’ . . . part of a more or less 

conscious and deliberate terrorist strategy?” (108). In this way Derrida, deconstructs what was 

established as terrorism in the whole Western hemisphere since 9/11. What he brings to 

conversation is the state’s disruption of human life. His rebuke forces an uncomfortable position 

in thinking how “letting die” creates an act of terrorism, as long as the state keeps selectively, 

and very deliberately, allowing death and disappearance. That of vast, nameless and disavowed 

danger concentrated in the figure of the migrant is just one example. In the very name of nature, 

where nature is a synonym of state’s reason as common sense, it has ended up justifying and 

legitimizing violence. What distinguishes the human from the less-than-human has been 

enforced by means of law. “Legality” in this sense has defeated the meaning of “human”, for not 

all humans can be legal. Inclusions and exclusions are expressively predictable as part of a 

process of natural deterioration. In this sense, if the human condition operated in terms of 

“natural selection”, the civic condition remains shielded under the same assumption. The process 

of the naturalization of death on the border is a narrative of the naturalization/nationalization of 

the subject, reclaimed as the right to live. The anti-terrorist measures of the state are simply a 

"deterrorization" of itself, as a moral alibi (Doty, 2011) through the premise of letting die. 
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  Horror in this case is constructed by metaphors of the human, which are metaphors of 

the viral in a kind of bioterror. In Priscilla Wald’s article “Bio Terror: Hybridity  in the Biohorror 

Narrative, or What we can Learn from Monsters,”  addresses the animation of monsters in fictive 

narratives, as a genre that comes from contemporary political epidemiology narratives. The 

monstrous is judged as such because it carries infections and, most significantly, because of its 

capacity to infect other bodies (99). Biohorror is employed as a metaphoric strategy that 

highlights the permeability of individual and national bodies and their capacities to affect and be 

affected. Narratives of terrorism that enact marginalized (racially profiled) migrant bring about 

an affective aesthetics mode of governance.  Wald argues that these narratives are effective in a 

world where political conflicts can be understood as the encounter of monstrous individuals and 

populations. The monsters of bio-terror “ultimately turn the infected into deliberate transmitters, 

enemies of humanity: bioterrorists” (108). There is a link between the narratives of the 

monstrous, the infectious and terrorism, which leads Wald to conclude that “register underlying 

connections among the existence of the state, the survival of the species, and the preservation of 

an intangible notion of humanity (119). The bio-horror of government narratives of terrorism in 

this sense it is bound up with everyday vitality, from the conservancy of the population as human 

species (control of life itself) to the inviolability of the nation´s skin. The sovereign´s prerogative 

to revoke the life of its subjects in order to guarantee them life forms an efficient economy of 

health as an economy of death, in which life is understood as the default. Life as it relates to the 

borders of the nation and the society is lived as the reverse of others’ death, thus, life is there to 

be taken and death of others is a latent presence that guaranties it. Foucault explains: “The fact 

that the other dies does not mean simply that I live in the sense that his death guarantees my 

safety; the death of the other, the death of the bad race, or the inferior race (or the degenerate or 
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the abnormal) is something that will make life in general healthier: healthier and purer” (255). In 

this way, the migrant as the transgressor and as a threat to the power of the sovereign, as viral 

and synonym of unhealthy is not a specific subject or subjectivity, but it a factor for the “bad 

race”, within many other marginalities at stake.  

 Shifts in border security policies have transformed the perception of cartographies of the 

U.S. nation, in which the mentality of  “homeland” now demands a “borderland” security.  If one 

considers cartographies as representations from a hegemonic point of view, it is possible to 

recognize that the territory is not only out there as a neutral text, but instead is assembled by 

different discourses and material forces. The remote landscape of the border held in map 

discourse is not innocent or inoffensive as in the word “nature”. Contrarily, it comes from the 

construction of sovereignty, which is built upon the base of violence. It is in this way that 

cartographies are in fact “violent cartographies” (Michael J. Shapiro 1997), “historically 

developed, socially embedded interpretations of identity and space” that constitute the frames 

within which enmities give rise to “war-as-policy” (ix). This allows one to see the cartography 

generated by “Humane Borders” as part of a bigger picture in these geographies of enmities of 

the U.S. The desert environment and its effects on the human integrity are part of a sovereign 

mapping discourse of securitization that move bodies into violent encounters and implies the 

identification of foreign bodies as dangerous in the association with historical antagonisms or, 

according to Mary Louise Pratt (1992), with  “contact zones”17. On the other hand, the Border 

Patrol efforts of border “operations” to extirpate focuses of exterior penetration have succeeded 

                                                        
17 A contact zone understood as combat zone. Pratt defines it as “The space of colonial encounters, the 
space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other and 
establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intricable 
conflict” (6) 
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to move points of entrance desert-ward, intending to make the Other more “territorializable”, as 

well as “terrorizable”, which coincides with the bio-sovereignty foundations for the narratives of 

the migrant. 

Conclusion 

 Returning to the epigraph that opens this Chapter, one can argue that the maps analyzed 

herein serve as a source to evaluate displacements. They denounce the high death rate by natural 

causes along the border. This is important information that was not previously accessible to 

public and demonstrates a side of the biopolitics at work in border securitization. They are 

crucial in a bigger context where the desert landscape is represented as deathly, only affecting a 

certain sector of population. I have centered this analysis on two parallel and complementary 

practices of bordering. On one hand, Homeland Security operations, through the technologizing 

of nature, operates an affective sovereignty which in effect ends up being the death of migrants. 

On the other hand, Humane Borders reflects in them through the cartographic representation of 

life and death. They re-inscribe and re-border the same subjects to the same landscapes. Even 

though both could be seen as being polar opposition, they constitute one assemblage in the 

manipulation of the idea of the human. Both produce a sovereign principle to determine what is 

worth saving or eliminating and who deserves to live or die. They share the same geographical 

knowledge and a political objective to “rescues” the human, in its bare, while the political 

potential of the other is put aside. 

 What evokes utilizing nature as a political instrument for security and as a “natural 

obstacle” is a condition-also naturalized-of the human. The victimization of the migrant through 

natural causes creates the image of a danger to the nation by means of rhetorical figures of 

biological threat. The illegal migrants who are willing to risk the own life through already 
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warned deathly conditions of the wilderness becomes a wild element, and their bodies become in 

turn biological hazards. In crossing and dying in national territory the migrant contradicts the 

assumption of the human condition as the natural instinct for the preservation of a species, a 

society and a nation. In this way, the human that undertakes this perilous journey endangers the 

concept of humanity, conceived as an essential, universal value. This situates the migrant beyond 

the margins of an acceptable population and in consequence transforms the migrant into a 

monster, a bio-horror that infects and terrorizes society.  

 For Agamben and for Foucault, the activity of sovereign powers resides in giving value 

to life. Such a practice produces a form of life that Agamben calls “bare life” or life in its 

minimal/natural biological conditions of being, as opposed to “bios politikon” or political life. 

The exclusion of bare life allows the generation of a state of exception, which for Agamben is 

the characteristic of the modern state. Certain subjects can be victims of state practices that are 

outside of the law, but that law at the same time abrogates itself the right to make exceptions. 

This explains how the suspension of political capacities—and the sovereign right to take lives—

is possible. Unlike “bare life”, there is nothing “natural” in “natural life”. It is the product of the 

modern state’s efforts to repeat the state of exception, ironically, in a permanent way. Moreover, 

there is nothing natural about deaths, as it appears as a mass event that prevents the border 

crossing. Therefore, there is nothing natural in the relation illegal/mortal. This sovereign 

representation reflects the affective governance in our times of border issues.  

 In this chapter the relevance of maps in dialogue with risk and rescue narratives of the 

state depict a territory that is affective and that is put to deal with the conception of humanity in 

the way Agamben theorizes it. Death is made visible through a geographical appreciation of 

immigration as bio-terror, which constitutes a threat to humanity (for the migrant and for the rest 
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of population). This move has required a displacement of the concept of terrorist as well as the 

rhetorical displacement of the metaphors of contagion. The idea of infectious life (death) brings 

consequences for the security apparatus that is supposedly not capable of controlling the affects 

of nature. This affective governance coalesces with the state of exception and is not different 

from the affective governance that created the threats in the first place. 

 As a final remark, the state articulation/disarticulation with respect to the material affects 

of nature and individuals at the crossroads of migration, illegality, border landscape and anti-

migrant population is not only effecting the migrant subject but a society in the broad sense, as a 

social body that is vulnerable to practices of security and insecurity and management of risk. The 

control of human and non-human movement and agency at the border is the equivalent of 

controlling the general population. In this sense, the relationship of the border with the 

subjectivities that the State creates in its narratives identifies the political subject with the legal 

subject, circumscribed by a national territory. Such formulation aims to the domestication of the 

subject (to domesticate the subject in the anatomo-politics sense of discipline and in the sense of 

belonging to the “domestic” national territory). For Agamben the sovereign subject is not really 

the citizen, but the homo sacer: “the mute carrier of sovereignty” (113), defined not so much by 

a contract or by political rights, but by the exposition to the sovereign decision over the validity 

of their life. 

 The obvious militarization of immigration policies has blurred the line between what 

belongs to internal security and what belongs to external security of defense. This is how the 

reading/seeing of victimization of the border crossing subjects goes back to the attacks of 9/11, a 

second prologue in territorial security.  Migrant´s deaths are made to die with the suicidal feature 

of terrorism. If the previous suicidal criminal risks the own life for the sake of inflicting damage 
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to others, the crossing of the border as a life risk-taking act also participates on the same group of 

connotation. As the attacker´s body of the 9/11 is literally read as weapon, its body´s 

disintegration is inseparable from that of the victim´s bodies. If read figuratively (as in figures 

and in metaphor), death of the suicidal bomber, as well as the migrant´s death, signify the 

disintegration of another bodily integrity, that of the nation. The image of the migrant has been 

reconstructed in the 2000´s as an odd correlation of the terror imagination, an image that stems 

from State racism. The migrant subject transgressing the human instinct of life performs, to the 

eyes of the population, an “attack” to the body of “us”. It is an image that has a mediatic 

background and that produces a feared life threat to those who witness it. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ROBERTO BOLAÑO’S 2666 AND BORDER AFFECTS 

 2666 introduces a Border momentum in history-through his novel of more than 1,200 

pages—as a global issue that presents locally, geographically and corporeally in the fact of death. 

It narrates contemporary atrocities at the hands of an invisible, spread-out state power practice, 

relating the Ciudad Juárez´s (called Santa Teresa in the novel) femicides. 2666 portrays the 

landscape of the Border and the mass murder of women as that predictable, but ethically 

unconceivable instance from which death and evil emanates. As a “maximalist novel” (Stefano 

Ercolino, 2014) 18 its structure strives to contain as much as it can, inheriting narrative strategies 

from the writers of the Boom that precede Bolaño´s generation, who had prolifically narrated a 

canonical “modern epic” in Latin America.19 However, there is an ironic critical turn in Bolaño´s 

yearning for extension, since it rejects the modern epic tradition that had given answers to the 

questions of continental identity. Contrary to its predecessors, who sought to include the world to 

make complete-sense novels, 2666 leaves more hiatuses than answers and embraces that void 

that escapes words. In this way the appearance of all-ness reflects back at the previous generation 

(and some contemporary to it) to evidence their paradigm of “inclusion” as an exclusive modern 

and postmodern obsession with consuming everything by way of words. 2666 can be viewed less 

                                                        
18 Also called Novela totalizante or Novela mundial. See Donald Leslie Shaw in Nueva Narrativa 
Hispanoamericana: Boom, Posboom, Posmodernismo. Madrid: Cátedra, 1999. 
19 Authors such as García Márquez, Mario Vargas Llosa, Julio Cortázar had tried to narrate “the world” 
in their novels. As Franco Moretti theorizes it, they are “Epic because of the many structural similarities 
binding it to a distant past and… ‘Modern epic’ because of the…supranational dimensions of the 
represented space-to dictate the cognitive metaphor of the ‘world text.’” (2) These novels had a 
worldly/universal drive for overpowering the historiography of Latin America at the time the continent 
was incorporating as part of a world economy.  
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as a whole novel—however the canon defines it—than as a sequence of decentered, apparently 

aimless and unfinished stories that proliferate in each chapter.20  

 2666 dialogues with detective fiction, as an anti-detectivesque gesture. Numerous 

characters initiate a search that many times is inconclusive, traversing a violent terrain in which 

it is revealed as the nucleus of structural crimes, without presumable resolution. The space that 

serves as background of this search comes to the foreground as a symptom and a trajectory of a 

net of affects, which materially and psychically isolate characters and readers alike, moving them 

to a vicious circle of an unsatisfactory search. 

 This treatment of the genre and the criminal theme has been a constant in Bolaño’s 

narrative. Numerous critics have analyzed the peculiar turns that he gives to the genre. Magda 

Sepúlveda (in Espinoza, 2003) focuses in the idea and relevance of the notion of truth in 

Monsieur Pain (1999), as a construction that she considers properly modern which is also a 

hidden polemic against the literary tradition of detective fiction. Mabel Vargas Vergara 

demonstrates how in Bolaño’s prose, especially Los Detectives Salvajes (1998) (Savage 

Detectives) subverts the conventions of the genre, such as the figure of the detective, the identity 

of the victim, the nature of the crime, the ambiguous criminals and the informal investigations. 

The author highlights how the mystery finally is concentrated in the language itself and the 

production of the literary work and not totally in the crime that it depicts. Ezequiel del Rosso (in 

Manzoni, 2002) sustains that the mystery in Bolaño is always maintained with a structural 

opening that turns his literary universe into a law of “eternal return”, since his text’s message is 

that the crimes will continue to recur across an infinite number of times and spaces. In all cases, 

Bolaño’s literature distinguishes from the classical tradition of the “who dunit” and the “hard-

                                                        
20 Taking into consideration that 2666 was firstly thought by his author as five novels to be 
published separately. 
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boiled”, since he is able to deactivate the parameters of truth, the anomalous nature of the crimes 

and the questioning and impossible social order, in spite of apparent resolutions that occur a 

number of times. The dialogue with detective fiction, conducted through the use of the criminal, 

has at least two purposes. First, it is a strategy to read the History and a failed literary system in 

Latin America. Second, it is an intent to trace a genealogy of contemporary horror, where it is the 

book itself that works as a symptom of a systematic and systemic violence. In both cases, 

violence is presented as an affect without a localizable origin, without a specific responsible.  

 Even though the denunciation of mass murder was important in the context of Juárez in 

the early twenty-first century when Bolaño was writing the novel (and certainly keeps being so) 

representation of death is not only about death itself, it is not about Ciudad Juárez per se. The 

novel works as a contribution to the literary and critical tradition by placing a question mark on 

the epistemological tools for understanding the current state of a globally borderized world. 

 This Chapter develops an idea of the Border as an affect, an intensity that circulates 

across bodies and landscapes and remains in time and space. Such and interpretation forces the 

reader to experience Border affects when taken through an “emotional geography” (Bondi et.al. 

2013)21 that physically and emotionally moves the reading beyond the book. I depart from the 

theoretical conception of affect as pre-conscious and autonomous, to then turn to some claims 

from “new intimacies” and “emotional geographies” trends that argue for the agency of emotions 

not as owned by the self or intrinsic to the social, but as effects of histories of contacts. Insisting 

on affect as more than feeling or emotion, but without excluding them as parts and parcel of its 

intensities, allows a critique of current Border problematics as a phenomenon that manifests 

                                                        
21 Liz Bondi, Joyce Davidson and Mick Smith (2013) introduce the concept of “emotional geographies” 
as an interdisciplinary branch of geography that takes emotion into consideration for critical analysis. 
They are concerned with the temporality and spatiality of emotions: “An emotional geography attempts to 
understand emotion—experimentally and conceptually—in terms of its socio-spatial mediations and 
articulation rather than as entirely interiorized subjective mental states” (3) 
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itself through specific landscapes in the light of the persistence of a systematic violence. In this 

sense, Border issues, as felt and embodied in the border geographies, are part of a global set of 

interchanges. Specific victims of border regulations are, therefore, the casualties of a major 

structural failure that throws out crude inequalities, intrinsic to a global system. The experience 

of Bolaño´s text opens up an affective reading that is as much a relationship of the reader with 

the word and the (im)possibilities of representation as it is with the materiality that it evokes and 

that “touches” the reader.  

Border Affects 

 The affective nature of the Border in 2666 is one that is represented through a hidden 

origin that disturbs the reading all the way to the endless end and takes away a sense of a comfort 

zone. Reading the “Part About Crimes” (fourth Chapter of the book) for instance, and its 

realistic, hard to believe repetitiveness (virality) one may feel like the intention is to create a 

morbid attention to the physicality of these killings. However, hiding the identification of serial 

killers coalesces with a narrative strategy that Bolaño uses extensively throughout the novel: 

leaving open endings to the stories. And in fact the novel itself wasn´t finished—one may think 

by an ironic ending, that of the life of the author by a terminal disease. The anxiety that the 

information gaps provoke in the reader can easily be related to those “voids” as he described the 

Sonoran Desert landscape. Most significantly, at the end of the Chapter “The Part about Fate” 

Oscar Fate, the protagonist, is trying to make sense of his random landing (and decision to stay) 

in Santa Teresa and remembers these mysterious words that keep repeating in his head: “No one 

pays attention to these killings, but the secret of the world is hidden in them. Did Guadalupe 

Roncal say that, or was it Rosa?...the suspected killer said it, thought Fate. The giant albino.” 

(348) It is significant that Fate is provisionally unsure about the source of these words: the three 
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characters whom he mentions represent three distinct perspectives, which nevertheless converge. 

Guadalupe Roncal is a journalist investigating the crimes; Rosa is a young woman at risk, a 

potential victim who works in the Maquiladoras and the albino, the suspect of the crime. At this 

point, if any of them could have said it, the crimes conceal a secret facet of human nature, 

unlikely to be revealed in a sole judicial or psychological examination.  

 Moreover, in his notes for 2666, his editor Ignacio Echeverria reveals that Bolaño wrote 

of a “hidden center” concealed beneath what is considered the physical center of the novel, 

which actually corresponds to the Chapter “The Part about the Crimes.” The physical center of 

the novel leads the reader to the physical center of the killings, Santa Teresa (or Ciudad Juárez) 

where all the characters of the novel have been physically led, by a force that is beyond their 

conscious reason. All of them have landed there as if it were a magnetic center to which they are 

stuck. Now the reader, led by disturbing questions marks, whose answers or solution Bolaño 

does not give, is also driven to this geography, in a sort of affective economy.  

 The recent debate on affect has revolved around the distinction between an impersonal 

life and the embodied experience of subjects. Many theorists aim at the pre-personal or 

transpersonal dimensions of the affective in everyday life, where emotion and affect have been 

named in multiple ways (i.e. Derek McCormack, 2008 on impersonal intensities; Kathleen 

Stewart, 2007 on momentary kindness; Teresa Brennan, 2004 on the transmission of boredoms 

or loves; Sianne Ngai, 2005 on “stuplimity” and tone in literature, Nigel Thrift, 2004 on mimetic 

sentiments, among others.)  

 To approximate the Border as an affect, I trace a line from affects thought as 

transpersonal or pre-personal intensities that emerge in the interaction between bodies (Massumi, 

2002) along with a conception of landscape as material and immaterial, an atmosphere in 
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everyday life and literary discourse  (Anderson 2009) and emotional geographies (Bondi, 2003 

and Ahmed 2004). Deleuze’s discussion of the concept of affect is a starting point, as affect takes 

on a dynamic quality of becoming; “affects are no longer feelings or affections; they go beyond 

the strength of those who undergo them” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994: 164). In Deleuze’s notion 

affect is not reducible to affections or the subjective feeling, “Percepts are not perceptions, they 

are packets of sensations and relations that outlive those who experience them. Affects are not 

feelings, they are becomings that go beyond those who live through them” (Deleuze 1995: 137).  

Affect is thought of as that which transits between bodies, a field of force that is transindividual 

or transbodied. Deleuze adapts the idea of the body from Baruch Spinoza, who speaks of a body 

in terms of the capacities to affect or be affected, always in constant transition from one to the 

other.  

 Later on, Massumi reading Deleuze will highlight the distinction between affect and 

emotion. In his conception, following Deleuze and his reading of Spinoza, affects can’t be 

reduced to emotion because affect concerns the body. It is not subjective in the sense of 

belonging to a subject to which a body belongs, instead the subject is built up by the intensities 

that flow through it and it is in constant modification. Therefore, for affect theories deriving from 

the Deluzo-Spinozian current, identities as fixed psychological characteristics belonging to a 

subject become obsolete. This provides a further decentering of the “human” subject and 

therefore of human power. Massumi (1997) writes: 

 Affect is synesthetic, implying a participation of the senses in each other: the 

 measurement of a living thing’s potential interaction is its ability to transform the effects 

 of one sensory mode into those of another… Affects are virtual synesthetic 
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 perspectives anchored in (functionally limited by) the actually existing particular things 

 that embody them. (228) 

 Emotions, on the other hand, can be thought of as effects of affective capacities of a 

body. An emotion is rooted in the ability to express a change produced by affects; therefore it 

appears only through the experience of an intensity that can be brought to consciousness. This is 

a cognitive process and also a linguistic one. As a personal registering of an affective event, 

emotions are the subjective side of affects. “Formed, qualified, situated perceptions and 

cognition’s fulfilling functions of actual connection or blockage are the capture and closure of 

affect. Emotion is the interest’s (most contracted) expression of that capture” (228) 

However, the fact that emotions are the feelings of this transition doesn’t make emotion a lower 

level of experience. It is only the other side of the coin. As Spinoza remarks, a feeling and a 

change of capacity accompany every transition. “The affect and the feeling of the transition are 

not two different things, they are two sides of the same coin, juts like affecting and being 

affected.” (Massumi 2015: 10) 

 

 Deborah B. Gould (2009) examines the role emotion plays in ACT UP, an organization 

for AIDS awareness. In her work, Gould makes a conceptual distinction between affect, emotion 

and feeling arguing that constructionist understandings of emotion tend to “tame feelings by 

rendering them in overly cognitive terms” (19). Instead she is concerned with “carving out a 

conceptual space within the emotional turn for the non-cognitive, non-conscious, non-linguistic, 

and relational aspects of the general phenomenon of emotion” (19). Affect serves her as an 

analytical tool to dismantle the political discourses behind activism and political involvement. 

Gould draws from Brian Massumi to define affect as the “nonconscious and unnamed, but 

nevertheless registered, experiences of bodily energy and intensity that arise in response to 
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stimuli impinging on the body” (20). Affective intensities arise within the body as one interacts 

in and through the world, yet these intensities often exceed articulation. Gould argues that at the 

scale of an individual, affects may be feelings that are unattached or have not yet been subject to 

cognitive interpretation or articulation. Emotion, on the other hand refers to the subjective 

incorporation of affective experience, which includes the moment of representation by language 

or other means. As Gould puts it, “An emotion…brings a vague bodily intensity or sensation into 

the realm of cultural meanings and normativity, systems of signification that structure our 

feelings” (21). Gould provides a starting point for thinking through the relationship of affect and 

emotion and the necessity of attending to both in the analysis of specific material landscapes. 

Rachel Pain and Susan Smith (2008) in Fear: Critical Geopolitics and Everyday Life have 

illustrated how emotions are in fact materialized geopolitically. Through their analysis of fear 

and anxiety they clarify how these two figures that are usually thought of as personal or 

subjective, they actually reverberate at a broader level of matter. They circulate within a body 

and between bodies and objects, which occupy a certain landscape: “Fear-provoking incidents 

take place, and fear-inducing discourses are circulated, at one (global) scale/space, inducing 

people to become fearful at other more local sites.” (2). Pain and Smith (2008) illustrate their 

argument using the double helix structure of DNA as a metaphor for the entangled relationship 

between geopolitical processes and everyday (emotional) life. The two strands of the double 

helix-geopolitical process and everyday life-are bound together by numerous connectors that 

represent “events, encounters, movements, dialogues, actions, affects and things: the materials 

that connect and conjoin geopolitics and everyday life” (7) Also Sally Marston, John Paul Jones 

III and Keith Woodward (2007) have rejected the ontological separation of geopolitics and 
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everyday life.22  

 The work of Pain and Smith as well as Marston et. al. draw attention to how emotions 

can be lived as affects. It also explores how they have an intrinsic spatial aspect, since emotions-

such as fear, insecurity or danger- operate as experiences embedded in the material and political 

geographies. Starting from the understanding of affect and emotion as geographical; space can be 

thought as environments in which affect circulates. 

 As presented by Sara Ahmed (2004), attention to the politics and particularities of 

encounter disrupts the notion that objects or subjects have inherent affective capacities to elicit 

particular emotional responses. Instead, she suggests that it is through histories of coming into 

contact, many times crossed by power relations, that objects become invested with affective 

value:   

 Emotions are relational: they involve (re)actions of relations of ‘towardness’ or 

 ‘awayness’ in relation to such objects… the attribution of feeling to an object (I feel 

 afraid because you are fearsome) is an effect of the encounter, which moves the subject 

 away  from the object. Emotions involve such affective forms of reorientation. (5-6)  

Ahmed conceives these encounters as affective politics. Although some emotions might operate 

embedded in relations of power, the key argument is that they must be understood as the results 

of specific bodies in specific contexts and spaces. This allows one to see emotions as well as 

affect as a process of becoming. Affective attachments have room for change and shift, which 

would mean that relationships are not immutable.  

 Ahmed also points out that emotions cannot always be thought of as a characteristic of 

language or the object of representation. Arguing against Pain and Smith who irrefutably relate it 

                                                        
22 See S. Marston, J. P. Jones, and K. Woodward, ‘Flattening Ontologies of Globalization: The 
Nollywood Case’, Globalizations 4/1 (2007) 45–63. 
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to political discourse, she claims that the tendency to see emotions as instruments of power is 

erroneous, since “(s)uch a view constructs emotion as possession, at the same time that it 

presumes that emotions are a lower form of speech. This presumption in turn elevates 

reasonableness or detachment into a better address, one that does not seek to stir up trouble.” 

(194) Contrarily, she offers a view of emotions as operating outside of the subjective register of 

their effects. Instead of them being a quality of objects or individuals, they are “signs” that work 

relationally. 

 The Border as geography will inexplicably occur to the characters without them realizing 

it until they find themselves trapped in it, with big existential questions and no answers, and 

without an easy way out. In that sense, the border as an affect in Bolaño´s literary world occurs 

to the reader, in a way that, as Sara Ahmed would say, “sticks”. Ahmed in The Cultural Politics 

of Emotion (2004) claims that emotions move through the circulation of objects and signs and 

that they become “sticky”, saturated with affect. As such, they carry histories through time and 

introduce an “affective economy” or the capacity of emotions to accumulate over time and 

generate affective value. Objects, she says, “only seem to have such value, by an erasure of these 

histories, as histories of production and circulation” (11). The Ahmedian concept of emotion 

charged with affective value reminds one of the fact that histories of events and historical effects 

also stick to bodies of all kinds. The temporal past might be brought into sticky substance to the 

present. This sense of History shows a conception of temporality that is less teleological than the 

traditional developmental thought argues, which is important for the conceiving of the border as 

that local territorial line dividing two nation spaces. It has been wrongly conceived as dividing 

two stages in the history of development, avoiding seeing how the mechanics of unequal powers 

persists. This argument demonstrates that a presumed negotiated future is never simply “in 
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front”, as well as a past is never simply “behind.” Instead, they denote an in-between affective 

environment. Stickiness serves as a tool to undo the linearity of liberal plots of unfettered 

progress. If traced back to the title, for instance, this stickiness is also evident in residues of signs 

that are trespassed from previously published books. These residues trace a generational time 

that is never in front or behind.  

 2666 had life before the text was born, maybe as a form of apocalyptic announcement, 

but also as a way of evoking a pre-existential affect, in a way, awaiting the conception of its 

representation. In Amulet, a novel written in 1997, the title is anticipated in a description of a 

landscape, Guerrero Avenue, which recalls and resembles the appearance of an ominous 

cemetery:  

 Guerrero, at that time of night, is more like a cemetery than an avenue, not a cemetery in 

 1974 or in 1968, or 1975, but a cemetery in the year 2666, a forgotten cemetery under the 

 eyelid of a corpse or an unborn child, bathed in the dispassionate fluids of an eye that 

 tried so hard to forget one particular thing that it ended up forgetting everything else. (86) 

The quote is in tune with a conception of affect that is only evident through its effects, one that is 

beyond comprehension, escapes subjective intention, and remains mainly underneath the 

capacity for representation. Through the fictive world of 2666 the landscape features of the 

Sonoran desert appear as signified with an uncanny charge, always warning about what is not in 

the surface. It is significant that what appears to be the most topological material world with 

which the characters interact is the key to access intangible-or not so evident-dangers: 

 A voice said: be careful, but it said it as if it were very far away, at the bottom of a ravine 

 revealing glimpses of volcanic rock, rhyolites, andesites, streaks of silver and gold 
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 petrified puddles covered with tiny little eggs, while red-tailed hawks soared above in the 

 sky, which was purple like the skin of an Indian woman beaten to death. (210) 

Emotional Geography 
 
 This section develops the idea of the border as an emotional geography that surfaces from 

the encounter of bodies with the landscape. Emotions have recently emerged as an important 

area of study, as “New intimacies” in the humanities and social sciences.23 This work points out 

that emotions are important to how we interact with the world in its materiality and 

immateriality. As Sara Ahmed (2004) points out, “emotions do things”. They work through 

boundaries to create bonds as they can produce divisions, they can perpetuate or recreate social 

technologies, understood as part of a bodily affection and interaction. As the feminist geographer 

Liz Bondi puts it, “an emotional Geography attempts to understand emotion-experientially and 

conceptually-in terms of its socio-spatial mediation and articulation rather than as entirely 

interiorized subjective mental states.” (3). Emotions in these accounts are not purely personal 

feelings that reside within stable subjects. They do not swell up independently from within. 

Rather, they are relational, found between people, and in between people and place. Ahmed has 

pointed out that emotions are circulatory, they gain value as they move between bodies 

producing and reproducing associations. They produce and are produced by encounters. As such, 

attention to emotion is not independent from affect in a more Deleuzian way, as it doesn’t 

necessarily retreat from the material or the political. This affective-emotional approach to 

landscape acknowledges the potential of the body in relation to landscape and its mutual 

constitution. This presents some significant distancing from earlier approaches to landscape in 

the cultural geography of the 80´s and 90´s which tended to conceive landscape solely in terms 

                                                        
23 See Anderson & Smith (2001) Sharp (2007) and Steve Pile 2010) 
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of representation and as an ideological “way of seeing” (Denis Cosgrove, 1984, 1985; Stephan 

Daniels, 1989; Daniels and Cosgrove, 1993; James Duncan and David Ley, 1988). Mitch Rose 

and John Wylie (2006) have been key figures in the advancement of a non-representational 

agenda. They trace the trajectory of landscape towards an ultimate recognition that landscape is 

irreducible to subjective formations and discursive or ideological orderings or organizations. 

Instead, their work shows how landscape is shaped by “topological sensibilities”: “(Landscape) 

reintroduces perspective and contour; texture and feeling; perception and imagination (477). In 

Rose and Wylie’s separate writings they diverge somewhat in their precise interpretations of the 

concept of landscape. Wylie (2002, 2005, 2006) tends to focus most closely on the connections 

between landscape and the body, drawing on post-phenomenological literature to think of how 

our sense of being and embodied subject arises out of our sensuous engagement with the world. 

Pulling away from the Cartesian interpretations of landscape, he seeks to “reconstruct 

theoretically the visual gaze upon the landscape by exploring the ontological processes…which 

afford its actualization (552). Landscape in his conception corresponds not so much to a way of 

seeing, but to “the materialities and sensibilities with which we see” (519). Rose (2006) on the 

other hand focused on landscape as “a fundamental inclination towards a metaphysics of 

presence” (479). Landscape isn´t bound to a system of representation (in his words, “system of 

presence”,) but our inclination to fix ideas. She argues that as humans we get illusioned, “…as 

means of attempting to hold onto the worlds that always eludes our grasp” (545) and are 

“…indicative of an active desire to mark the world and orient becoming in the face of alterity 

and the anxious emptiness it presents.” (547).  

 2666´s representation of the Sonoran Desert presents the desert as a spatial and temporal 

cluster where the sense of loss is prominent in more than one way, a land  
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 in which one can look back and forth … and have no idea what was going on but … 

 could smell danger, the moment of revelation, unsolicited and afterward 

 uncomprehended, the kind of revelation that flashes past and leaves with the only 

 certainty of a void, a void that very quickly escapes even the word that contains it, (436.)  

As the quote above indicates, the desert landscape in the novel can be felt as:  

a) danger. Throughout the novel, it will usually be announced in a way that the characters can 

feel it before it is visible. Even though few times the principal characters are directly exposed to 

danger, the feel of being involved in situations of potential threat to their integrity is prominent 

from their relationship to the landscape; b) void. The sense of emptiness, which entails a 

displacement of representation, since, as the quote says, it “escapes the word that contains it” 

(436). The fact that the void experienced escapes the word opens up for an affective reading that 

is beyond the ability of language, and reveals the insufficiency of literature in front of an 

imminent horror. Moreover a “maximalist novel” (Ercolino 2014), the vast landscape that it 

represents reflects the construction of the novel in which the reader many times feels lost and far 

from a centralized meaning. 

 In The Transmission of Affect, Teresa Brennan (2004) offers a model of affective-

emotional spread in terms of the movement of the biological entities of smell. As she says, 

“pheromones…traverse the physical space between one subject and another” (75). Transmission 

of affect mainly takes place in a physical realm, in which affects pass across body boundaries. 

The sense of smell is crucial to understand how bodies’ affections create an atmosphere and can 

eventually impinge a whole environment. She opens with the question: “Is there anyone who has 

not, at least once, walked into a room and ‘felt the atmosphere?” (1) Appealing to this 

commonsense, she goes on to prove how an environmental transmission is biological as well as 
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neurological, most of the time unconscious, “I suggest smell (in this case unconscious olfaction) 

is critical in how we ‘feel the atmosphere’” (9). Through a process of introjection and projection, 

she claims that affects as we conceive them through feeling, involve certain level of cognition, 

since they are” judgments, or as new vernacular has it, attitudes” (5). The discernment and 

evaluation in the process creates a distance between what is felt and who feels. For Brennan the 

transmission of affect still has a dimension that is social and subjective. But it is also responsible 

for bodily changes,  

 in other words, the transmission of affect, if only for an instant, alters the biochemistry 

 and neurology of the subject. The ‘atmosphere’ or the environment literally gets to the 

 individual. Physically and biologically, something is present that was not there before, 

 but it did not originate…solely by the individual organism or its genes (14).  

 Felt (or smelled) affects, Brennan states, operate first outside of a conscious will and as 

much inside as outside of the body, since pheromones circulate the bloodstream as much as they 

circulate the air. Whether or not her scientific evidence was consistent with the theory, it offered 

a way to destabilize the taken-for-granted conception of the subject as self-contained. The idea 

that affect can pass through bodies to generate cognitive responses questions the presupposition 

that individuals can “own” their feelings, which for her is a frame of mind that she characterizes 

as “a residual bastion of Eurocentrism” (2). This opens up a way to think of the body (and 

identities) as porous, vulnerable and agentic instances and also of affect as outside the body, as 

an environmental and geographical intensity. 

 For Brennan—just as grief, anxiety or anger, the affects that she mentions—danger could 

as well be smelled as it could fill up an atmosphere in a way that it affects the ones in contact 

with it. This feeling, along with the void and a feeling of being lost will pervade all the 
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characters in the novel that land into the geography of the border, many times oblivious of the 

horrors that the region holds. 

 On example in 2666 is the case of Oscar Fate, a African-American journalist from New 

York who was sent to Santa Teresa to cover a boxing match. He flies to Tucson and from there 

he drives towards the border. He encounters this landscape, all along sensed and “scented” with 

the meaning of death. The following quote makes evident the relationship between the 

preeminence of death, its smell or “breath” and the sensing of an atmosphere that wraps around 

bodies and gets them lost: 

 He passed places…but there were no lights on in the houses, as if the inhabitants had died 

 that very night and a breath of blood still lingered in the air. He made out the shape of 

 hills silhouetted against the moon and the shapes of low clouds sitting motionless…as if 

 (they) were tramps or ghosts looming up alongside the road. He got lost twice (270) 

The landscape in the above description stands out as a phantasmagorical force that moves the 

Fate’s body so he is not in control of his direction any more and gets lost. Therefore, these 

affects, intimately incrusted in the material landscape constitute a spatial practice as well. Bolaño 

shows a border affect that acts materially in the intersection of landscape and body, as it passes 

to the individual. It entices a correlation with the practice of migration in which the sense of 

orientation is lost due to the elements of the desert. As a result many fall dead (Chapter One of 

this thesis.) The sense of loss is related to disorientation in space and it connotes a sense of 

“losing one’s mind,” which has been genealogically related to practices of difference and 

technologies of power (Foucault 1979). In its most superficial sense it appears as madness of the 

characters, but referring to the lack of logic, the lack of common sense is usually attributed to 

migration practices as well. There is also the conception that in the surpassing of the national 
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boundaries and breaking the laws, migrants “insanely” risk their own lives, despite the human 

instinct of survival. While he drives through the desert, Fate is attacked by delirium, all related to 

death scenes, sometimes surreal, other times part of traumatic memories: first he sees a silhouette 

of a man in the darkness and the only sign that distinguishes it from a dead man is the slight 

swing of his arms (270). Then, as he tries to keep his eyes open, he has a bodily reaction 

followed by a mental image, in which “…he shivered. Then he saw the urn holding his mother´s 

ashes…” (271) As he keeps on staring at the landscape through the car window, he becomes 

more paranoid and all his senses indicate the loss of mind and orientation. The radio, for 

instance, makes him listen to suicide tales, “for a while, as he drove through the valley, he 

listened. Then he tried to go back to the jazz station, he couldn´t find it.” (271) 

 Fate´s race isn´t unintended here. Affects and the actions that they provoke when in 

contact with environments or landscapes are the result of technologies already inscribed in the 

body. This is not to say that bodies are simply confined to culturally constructed sets of 

ingrained, reflective responses to landscape; rather that landscape is experienced as an embodied 

transition between inside and outside and for this effect, that body is a mix of the two. For Thrift 

(2002), the relationship between body and landscape is  

 …this fleeting space of the moment is utterly wrapped up with its context and most 

 especially the object world…through the object world ‘we’ are oriented to our 

 surroundings and the body-object combination produces a carefully graded sense of the 

 possibilities of any situation (152).   

If the objective world corresponds in part to the technologies of the body, race, as an anatomo-

politics, would be a factor in this relationship. A body comes about in relation to the technologies 

available, in conjunction with other materials. In this sense, bodies are practiced through 



 Johannes 82

categories of race, gender, and disability. Although this argument risks implying more “real” 

body than the one played out through these categories, the affective character points to 

emphasize how particular embodied affects result in a “becoming”. Habitual and neurological 

sediments inhabit these practices (Hannah Macpherson 2007; Arhun Saldanha 2007; Dan 

Swanton 2008).   

 After the boxing match, Fate attends a bizarre party where he is forced to stare at a porno 

film repeating over and over, while his companion, Rosa, is being pursued by men of dubious 

motives, and he witnesses drug exchanges and strange whispers. Fate thinks of himself,  “Now I 

have to try to be what I am, thought Fate, a black guy from Harlem, a terrifying Harlem 

motherfucker” (324). After that, in a rush of anger and in an unexpected scene of violence, he 

beats the strange Corona in a quick move, that finally seems heroic because he learns that his 

opponent carried a gun, and he is able to take himself and Rosa out of the odd, shady 

environment of the party. What is notable is that his unexpected violent attack resembles the 

boxing match that he had come to report on to Santa Teresa, making it seem like he has 

embodied his surrounding: “He turned around and dealt Corona an uppercut to the chin, in the 

style of Count Pickett. Like Merolino Fernández earlier, Corona dropped to the floor without a 

sound. Only then did Fate realize Corona was holding a gun” (324). Because this act cannot be 

read in isolation, it is understood as affective, in relation to other bodies and contexts. The body 

becomes effectuated by the technologies of race, as if it were a “body without organs24” (Deleuze 

and Guattari, 1984). Yet Brennan claims that a body without organs does not preexist the self, 

                                                        
24 Deleuze and Guattari develop their concept of body without organs to demonstrate that individuals are 
not self contained. In their metaphor the vacated body has the ability to underpin the horrors of Oedipus 
complex, this is to say, tragic genetic inheritance: “The full body without organs is produced as 
antiproduction, that is to say it intervenes within the process as such for the sole purpose of rejecting any 
attempt to impose on it any sort of triangulation… And it is precisely here on this body, right where it is, 
that the Numen is distributed and disjunctions are established, independent of any sort of projection.” (15) 
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but “the point is that energies and affects, after the Oedipus complex, still cross over between us, 

but they do this in specific directions, carrying a content that varies according to the nature of the 

affect or affects concerned. The process of the transmission of affect does not stop because we, 

like Oedipus, become blind to it.” (14) 

 This is reinforced by the fact that Fate´s act of violence bounded with a race practice is 

exceptional to the character or his identity presented up to this point. After leaving the scene and 

reflecting for a moment, Fate recognizes that he has never been what he has become in Santa 

Teresa, which reinforces how identities aren´t determined: “I have been an idiot” (325). It seems 

like instead of acting race in the environment, this act is constituted at the interface with objects 

and the landscape. This example provides a sense of how affective phenomena work in space. As 

the bodies are thought relationally, as Latour (2004) says, they “learn to be affected, meaning 

“effectuated”, moved, put into motion by other entities, humans or non-humans…(the body is) 

an interface that becomes more and more describable as it learns to be affected by more and 

more elements” (206).  

 Fate’s violent act is affective, just as Latour´s description of embodiment, his experience 

of race has moved his body to act at the contact with the elements that congregate at the given 

moment and space. The landscape where he landed in gradually pulled the character “out of 

character” for this effect, eventually enabling a race factor to this performance. Rather than 

biological givens, bodily experiences can be thought of as affective interfaces.  

 When Fate is subsumed by border affects, he feels trapped, without being able to 

cognitively understand or trace back the events. He can´t recognize himself (his desire,) he is 

prey of the landscape, which materially binds him to it and emotionally attaches to him. 
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 When did it all begin? He thought. When did I go under? A dark, vaguely familiar Aztec 

 lake… How do I get away? How do I take control? And the questions kept 

 coming: Was getting away what he really wanted? Did he really want to leave it all 

 behind? And he also thought: the pain doesn´t matter anymore… And also: the pain 

 doesn´t matter as long as it doesn´t hurt any worse, as long as it isn´t unbearable, And 

 also: fuck, it hurts, fuck, it hurts. Pay it no mind, pay it no mind. And all around him, 

 ghosts. (231)  

The quote enables one to disentangle the relationship between affect, emotion and consciousness. 

The control of the mind seems separate from the control of the body, which is already affected in 

a seemingly irreversible way. Such dissociation leads one to consider intentionality as separate 

from consciousness. In Brennan´s analysis of pheromones, even though she recognizes that 

intentions by definition are linked to the voluntary and autonomic nervous system, feelings are 

not tied to voluntary intention, “Affects are conscious as states discerned by feelings, but their 

production is involuntary and unconscious. Affects are thoughtless. This does not mean they go 

unaccompanied by cognition” (183.) As it doesn´t mean that feelings, in their cognitive way, as 

the effects of affects are going to be less intensive. In other words, the question is, by paying it 

no mind to pain, Does it make it less painful? The personal pain of Fate has no room until he 

finds himself in a landscape where the circumstance for a conduct is given. In Bolaño´s delivery, 

personal feelings for this effect are not totally subjective, but a symptom of an affect: a whole 

system that hurts. In that sense, personal feelings in Bolaño are political, because they are 

spatialized; they are geopolitical. 
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Difference and Repetition 

 The fight of Fate resembling the box match seems to be a mimetic act. For Gabriel Tarde 

(1902), imitations (and projections) of behaviors and customs are the fabric from which social 

productions are constructed. Following Tarde (who will influence Deleuze (1994) in his doctoral 

thesis Difference and Repetition), repetition is at the core of all social actions and from there it 

can be deduced that passions-as well as feelings- are transmitted affectively through more or less 

conscious processes of mimesis (see also Leys, 1993.) Technologies of the body such as that of 

race, developed in the last section, are practiced upon the bodies in a suggestive, imitative way.25 

Imitation becomes simulacrum when the origin of such copy has been lost. In Deleuze’s 

understanding simulacrum (put simply) means a member of a repeated series that cannot be 

traced back to an origin of the series or back to an origin outside the series. Neither can the 

simulacrum be situated precisely with respect to the way it differs from other members of the 

series (Protevi.)  

 Simulacra are those systems in which different relates to different by means of difference 

 itself. What is essential is that we find in these systems no prior identity, no internal 

 resemblance. It is all matter of difference in series, and of differences of difference in the 

 communication between series. What is displaced and disguised in the series cannot and 

 must not be identified, but exists and acts as the differentiation of difference. (Deleuze 

 1994: 299-300).26 

                                                        
25 Gabriel Tarde in Psychologie Economique offers a model of economy in which bodies of passion 
multiply. The market becomes an imprint of the passions instead of a rational system. 
26 This characterization of simulacrum may be related to Jean Baudrilliard’s definition of the real in the 
era of simulation: “The very definition of the real becomes: that of which is possible to give an equivalent 
reproduction …at the limits of this process of reproducibility, the real is not only what can be reproduced, 
but that which is always already reproduced.” (Baudrilliard, 1983: 146) 
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This way, if a difference can be identified and conceptualized in the terms of the difference it 

predicates, then it is not a simulacrum. As conceived through Deleuze, in simulacrum there will 

always be a difference that is not identified, not actualized, from which it can be deducted that 

there is a virtual space inhabited by all bodies. There might as well be significant differences in 

the virtual side of feelings and sensations, which doesn’t mean they can’t be transmitted.  

 Brian Massumi’s (2015) definition of  “affective attunement” is useful here:  

 Say there is a number of bodies indexed the same cut, primed to the same cue, shocked 

 in concert. What happens is a collective event. It´s distributed across those bodies. Since 

 each body will carry a different set of tendencies and capacities, there is no guarantee that 

 they will act in unison even if they are cued in concert. However different their eventual 

 actions, all will have unfolded from the same suspense. They will have been attuned-

 differentially-to the same interruptive commotion. (109) 

He borrows the term from Daniel Stern (1985), who bases his approach to politics of affect in a 

development of a conception of difference. Massumi finds Stern´s conceptualization more useful 

than those relating to contagion or imitation precisely because of the addition of difference in 

repetition, he says the term helps find “difference in unison, and concertation in difference” 

(109). This approach helps understand affect politically, in the case of the novel, for instance, an 

affect that might have been considered the “same”, such as that inscribed and effectuated by 

death of female workers now reflects the complexity of a collective event such as femicide. 

“There is no sameness in affect. There is affective difference in the same event –a collective 

individuation.” Which is to say a collective, shocking event is constituted by its variability. The 

number of dead bodies alone does not suffice to refer to the event, the repetition of the same kind 
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of death in different bodies does not make all the bodies the same, or in other words, the victim 

is not an anonymous mass, since there is no anonymity if difference can be recognized. 

 Stern continues, “Affect attunement then is the performance of behaviors that express the 

quality of feeling of a shared affect state without imitating the exact behavioral expression of the 

inner state. If we could demonstrate subjective affect-sharing only with true imitations, we would 

be limited to rampant imitation…Imitation renders form. Attunement renders feeling.” (142) 

Using the example of the emotional, non-verbal response of a mother to a child, Stern 

demonstrates that what occurs is not the actual “matching” of a behavior, but only an aspect of a 

behavior that reflects the person’s feeling state. Therefore, the reference for being “attuned” is 

not the effect or the behavior, and instead it is some kind of “virtual” state of feeling that is now 

recognizable. 

 It is noteworthy that Stern’s concept differs from other attempts to conceptualize shared 

feelings in terms of imitation, contagion or representation. He is clear in stating that attunement 

is a kind of transmission of feeling, as expressed through bodily gestures but cannot be reduced 

to imitation or reproduction of an original, since it is the “representation of the feeling state, not 

its overt behavioral manifestation” (143)  

 We as readers know from Fate himself that he is enacting technologies of race (“I have to 

try to be what I am, a black guy from Harlem”) but as it appears in the conjunction with the 

repetition of other violent events of the surroundings (the boxing fight, the odd montage of porn, 

rape and guns at the party) it makes it hard to trace it back. When Fate looks rationally at his 

acts, does he realizes what he has done, perhaps having killed that man with one blow, at this 

moment he began “… to think about everything that had happened that night and his stomach 

hurt. He felt a wave of heat rise to his face. He sat on the bed, covered his face with his hands, 
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and thought of what an idiot he’d been” (326). These affects that Fate experiences in the form of 

bodily affection and emotions of shame remind us of the autonomy of affect with respect to 

emotions. As Massumi (1995) develops it, following Deleuze, affects in a state of becoming are 

“autonomous to the degree to which it escapes confinement in the particular body whose vitality, 

or potential for interaction it is” (228). Taken to a social realm in Tarde’s social-epidemiological 

model, it emphasizes the fact that social influence is part driven by non-conscious processes (as 

well as suggestion and suggestibility). Following Tarde, Thrift says that it highlights the 

“understanding (of) imitation as a process of snowballing mimetic desire, as reverberating circles 

of influence, rather than as simple mechanical copying, and (an) insistence that imitation formed 

a basic process of social life that was governed by laws of regularity” (232) 

 Violence, as any other social production, becomes structural the more it is repeated. The 

repetition of the social is an inevitable factor of the social, as Tarde would put it,  

 …any social production having some marked characteristics, be it an industrial good, a 

 verse, a formula, a political idea which has appeared somewhere in the corner of the 

 brain… tries to multiply itself by thousands and millions of copies in every place where 

 there exists human beings and will never stop except if it is kept in check by some rival 

 production as ambiguous as itself (Tarde, cited in Latour, 2005: 15) 

Tarde’s suggestion is that the social occurs through imitative contagion, especially because 

feelings can be spread out through bodily gestures. This model was of great influence to the 

social scientists at the turn of the nineteenth century who were trying to explain phenomena such 

as that of crowd behavior and collective events.27 If the feelings mark a body and they are spread 

                                                        
27 On crowd behavior for example, there’s the work of La Bon, Trotter, Mc Dowgall, Tylor and even 
Freud and Bion, but, according to Thrift (2008) they failed in their conception of crowds as the 
dissolution of the will (loss of personality) and the easy connection with sociopath behavior (lower levels 
of mental functioning) (231) 
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out towards other bodies, pain, as Fate describes it (“that which is not paid mind, but hurts”) is 

part of this transmission. What leads Fate on to the enacting of race is pain, one that is not much 

rationalized, but that is triggered by the inflictions of the violent surroundings.  

 Another literary moment of repetition of violence occurs in the first Chapter, when 

Pelletier and Espinoza, the two European critics, attack a taxi driver from Pakistan, when he 

delivers misogynistic insults to the other critic that travels with them, Liz Norton (their lover). In 

a collective impulse of fury, both of them beat him up, insulting him in turn, referring to race and 

religion, “kick after kick, shove Islam up your ass, which is where it belongs, this one is for 

Salman Rushdie…you son if a bitch, and on and on, until he was unconscious, bleeding from 

every orifice in the head, except the eyes” (74) The act, as well as in the case of Fate, takes the 

reader by surprise, since in the hands of such educated, cultured characters, violence seems like 

the intrusion of barbarism in the midst of civilization.28 Furthermore, if taken to an affective 

plane, these bursts of rage seem to be passed on to bodies as the outcomes of unconscious 

feelings. Right before the beating, the three of them had been talking about the hurting of 

jealousy (which the two men seem to feel regarding the sharing of their feelings for Norton). 

When Liz Norton asks them if they are jealous, “Pelletier and Espinoza said they weren’t 

prepared to answer such a hurtful…question. …Not to mention the sweetness and the open, in 

some cases, to some people, delectable wounds” (73). Here the environment of the conversation 

favored the disposition of their bodies for the intrusion of rage and therefore, the act of violence. 

This is an example of how emotions work to secure collectives, in aligning subjects with each 

                                                        
28 For Chris Andrew (2014) this scene points to revive the Sarmientan idea of the barbaric at the heart of 
civilization, for him are both linked as a way to put violence into scene as a familiar, inevitable impulse 
“…barbarity is progressively realized in action, and at the same time, it comes closer to home, that is, to 
the central characters in the narrative” (84) 
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other and against each other, and how this separation is recreated through emotions. As Ahmed 

(2004) states, 

 It is not just that we feel for the collective (such as in discourses of fraternity or 

 patriotism) but how we feel about others is what aligns us with a collective, which 

 paradoxically ‘takes shape’ only as an effect of such alignments. It is through an analysis 

 of the impressions left by the bodily others that we can track the emergence of ‘feelings-

 in-common’ (27) 

 Ahmed’s point of view within the critical context of emotional geographies is that 

emotions are not totally subjective. In this sense, they are not simply “within” or “without” the 

borders of the body, but they “define the contours of the multiple worlds that are inhabited by 

different subjects” (25) Such “feelings in common”, in determining what belongs and what does 

not could be central to understanding how emotions produce and maintain racism, inequality and 

other forms of exclusions. Rachel Slocum’s study, for example, reveals how people can be 

displaced from an idea of the American nation through politics of hate. As she points out, 

“Emotion is central to how race is felt, discussed and produced in the US” (19).  

 Besides being able to tell the origin of the Pelletier- Espinoza collective force in a hate 

performance, what is noteworthy here is how bodily affections are shown with such a degree of 

autonomy that they seem to ignore all political or ethical questioning. Brian Massumi may serve 

to understand how judgment relates to anger. In his account of how judgment takes place after an 

outburst of anger, he points out that it is not a calculated, or judged but 

 Instead you use a kind of judgment that takes place instantly and brings your entire body 

 into situation. The response to anger is usually as gestural as the outburst of anger 

 itself…So there is a kind of thought that is taking place in the body, through a kind of 
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 instantaneous assessment of affect… that isn’t separate from our immediate, physical 

 acting-out of our implication in the situation. (216)  

As Pelletier and Espinoza stop kicking the driver, Bolaño suspends the action in a description of 

the moment right after the bodily encounter and right before they could realize consciously the 

situation they have got into: “they were sunk for a few seconds in the strangest calm of their 

lives…Pelletier felt as he had come. Espinoza felt the same…their skin felt smooth, extremely 

soft to the touch, although in fact the three of them were sweating” (75) The scene, as it 

describes pleasure after what might be a hate crime is at odds with the ethical judgment of the 

characters as well as the reader, provoking bodily feeling that polarize a given for granted 

conclusion. As in the case of Fate, the scene separates judgment from consciousness, evidencing 

how judgment can be, as Anderson (2005) puts it, a practice of “thought-imbued feeling” (651). 

Judgment in Anderson’s conception is embodied and affective and arises from an “ethics of 

affection based on how bodies compose with other bodies” (653).  

This also resonates with Deleuze’s (1997) illustration of the “becoming” of affect. He takes two 

examples from his reading of T.E. Lawrence’s experience in the desert. In one, he paraphrases, 

“(And there are) the gestures of the dying, that attempt at raising their hands that makes all the 

agonizing Turks ripple together, as if they had practiced the same theatrical gesture, provoking 

Lawrence´s mad laughter” (123). The other is the anecdote of Lawrence being gang raped: “in 

the midst of his tortures an erection; even in the state of sludge, there are convulsions that jolt the 

body” (123). Through them he attempts to show how the body has the capacity to interrupt social 

or political logic. The two events are crude and violent in a subjective ethical view. Lawrence, 

claims Deleuze, experiences shame only in relation to his own body and not in relation to social 

conventions. The body becomes significant as an autonomous presence, in an asocial way. The 
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consciousness remains powerless in front of the body affections and these remain 

unrepresentable for the ethical mind. This leads back to Massumi (1997; 2002; 2015) and the 

autonomy of affect from emotion, following Deleuze’s distinction of precepts and perception and 

that “affects are not feelings, they are becomings that go beyond those who live through them” 

(Deleuze 1995: 137,) Massumi refers to emotions as the contracted expression of the capture of 

affect, acknowledging how emotions might be dissonant with identity, and in this sense ethically 

disorienting, as it happens with the characters described. “Emotion is the interest’s expression of 

that capture—and of the fact that something has always and again escaped. Something remains 

unactualised, inseparable from but unassimilable to any particular, functionally anchored 

perspective. That is why all emotion is more or less disorienting” (1997: 228) 

 The bodily impulses that lead Fate and the critics to act out of character can be 

understood as an affective chain of intensities. First, there is the affective force of the feelings, in 

the case of Fate, pain, related to a (racial) memory, In the case of the critics, it is jealousy. Both 

have their bodily experiences in contact with others. For Fate, an attraction to Rosa and his urge 

to save her, which awakens his racial consciousness; for the critics it is the presence of Norton 

whom both of them are smitten with and the presence of each other, which as attraction and 

repulsion conform a collective force, against the presence of a hostile body, of the Pakistani, 

which awakens their racism. Third, there is the affective power of the materiality of the 

environment. For Fate there are the provocations of the Border implicit violence, expressed in 

the hostile landscape, the creepy news of femicides, and the concrete shady circumstances of the 

house party. Finally, there is the affective incidence of an external element that triggers their own 

emotional state as an imitation in a form of “affective attunement”, and that leads to violent 
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performances: in the case of Fate, he resembles the box match; in the case of the critiques, the 

racist responses to the sexist and racist comments of the taxi driver. 

 Thinking through these literary events affectively allows one to conceive of the affective 

relations that characterize violent events. In these examples, they are concentrated in the figure 

of some subjects, but only as the effects of the “distributed agency” (Bennet, 2010) of 

geopolitical intensities. Rather than thinking of pain or jealousy as personal emotions, they 

emerge as the circulation of forces between spaces, matter, human and non-human bodies. This 

is not to say that these forces do not affect the bodies and mark them differently, on the contrary, 

if one comes back to Massumi, he explains that affects are “outside oneself at the very point at 

which one is most intimately and unshareably in contact with oneself” (2002: 35) They are as 

much inside of bodies as they are out, since bodies instead of close, borderized individuation are 

now conceived as constituted by intensive instances of relation. 

The Affect of Death 

    “Something remains unactualized, inseparable from but unassimilable to  

   any particular  emotional expression….The autonomy of affect is its  

   participation in the virtual.” (Massumi, 2015:106)  

 Death in Bolaño’s 2666 is treated as the irrevocable, graphic aftermath of border evil. 

The rendering of mass death in a graphic, bodily presentation of facts, functions as the transition 

(transmission) from the virtual to the material reality of literature. In this sense, the book as the 

material act of reading assimilates the reader as its virtual counterpart. In the context of border 

affects, 2666 insists that the reader takes in the always inexplicable dimensions of death as part 

of a more physical experience, that is closer than we think, perhaps closer than thought. 
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 In the Introduction to Difference and Repetition, Deleuze refers to the common mistake 

to confuse repetition with generalization, he puts it in this question: “How can we recognize that 

something has been repeated without referring to a general form that emerges through repetition 

and allows it to be recognized?”…he goes ahead and proposes that repetition responds to a 

“freely adopted moral law”. By this, as John Protevi (2010) points out, Deleuze transforms any 

philosophical anxiety (guided by scientific aspirations) about natural laws of repetition to moral 

laws. Since the most common critique to this point in Deleuze is to demonstrate how a unique 

thing can be repeated, Protevi interprets this turn to morality as a concern in Deleuze, pointing 

out that the questions about repetition haven’t been properly posed: “He claims that the question 

‘How do we recognize repetition’ is one of the wrong sort. We should be asking ‘Why does 

repetition matter?’, ‘Why is it significant?’ and ‘How do we repeat well’. This is a very odd 

reversal in the common-sense order of these questions.” (36) In a way, Deleuze’s purpose is to 

dismantle the establishment of knowledge as the search for the “essence” of things. In fact, at the 

end of the chapter he redefines the concept of essence and its importance for philosophy. 

 This is especially useful when thinking about the repetition of death as what happens 

naturally, since death is the natural ending of life. However in the biopolitical environment of the 

border Desert, what happens naturally is not related to the essence of things (See Chapter one 

and the necropolitic cartographic representation of the migrant’s death) but to a well spread 

moral law that considers the death of others on the basis of their difference. Deleuze’s coalescing 

of difference and repetition helps understand this point as he develops it as a critique of 

essentialisms.  

 Repetition in Deleuze’s account is independent of generality, since it does not correspond 

to equivalency or substitutability. An attempt to understand a phenomenon like genocide—in this 
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case, femicide—generality can be a trap as it can turn into exclusivity. If we take the repetition 

of death as it happens with the Juárez’s dead women as part of a series of repeated members we 

fall in the trap of generalization, seeing death as equivalent in each member, thus, as an effect of 

“natural” difference. This would lead to the easy conclusion that death at the border always 

happens to certain kinds of people. Quantitatively, each death only adds one more number to the 

pattern (equivalency). Qualitatively, the repeated features of the dead women would reinforce 

substitutability, or the idea that always the same categories are deserving of death and 

discrimination (women, workers, indigenous, migrants etc.).  

 In 2666, “The Part about the crimes” is narrated in a clinical and journalist expositive 

register. It recounts the dead bodies of women, which from 1995-1998 were left in the desert 

after being raped, strangled, dismembered and massacred. Bolaño bases the stories of dead 

women in real facts, taken from forensic data, morgue reports and a number of print sources 

(especially the work of Valdés and González Rodríguez). Each of the stories tells the details of 

the bodies as they were found and examined. All of them exhibit mostly the same corporeal 

marks, but Bolaño identifies each of them individually. After around a hundred pages, the 

identification of bodies with names stops being relevant for the reading and what stands out is 

the repetition of bodily features, some times sensationalist, which follow the pattern of the first 

body found, that of a thirteen year-old girl, which,  

 according to the autopsy, Esperanza Gómez Saldaña had been strangled to death. There 

 was bruising on her legs and rib cage. She had been vaginally and anally raped, probably 

 more than once, since both orifices exhibited tears and abrasions, from which she had 

 bled profusely.... A black orderly, who had moved north from Veracruz years ago, put the 

 body away in a freezer. (354) 
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The emphasis on bodily features and disposability of these bodies confronts the reader with the 

devaluation of life as “bare life” (Agamben) as well as the devaluation of death as that which 

occurs to others, the margins of population. Both remain stripped of the political capacities. In 

this sense, the dead women of Juarez femicides, represented in Bolaño’s novel are “more or less 

dead”, as Alice Driver (2015) entitles her book on femicide, haunting and the ethics of 

representation. She draws her title quote in The Part about the Crimes in 2666 where the 

detective Loya tells the congresswoman Azucena del Plata that in Mexico a person can be more 

or less dead, which explains in a way the phantasmagorical sense of “The Part about the Crimes” 

and how evil is developed throughout the novel in a way that attacks the living and where life in 

its political quality is indistinguishable from death, since it cannot claim the right to live (a kind 

of haunting very different from that which happens in magical realism, according to Andrews, 

2014) 

Loya is a detective investigating a case that has personally caught the attention of the 

Congresswoman Azucena del Plata in the U.S. He tries to make her desist by saying that she is 

wasting her money, as the following interchange makes clear:  

 Do you mean you think Kelly is dead? I shouted. More or less, he said without losing his 

 composure in the slightest. What do you mean, more or less? I shouted. For fuck’s sake, 

 you are either dead or you’re not! In Mexico a person can be more or less dead, he 

 answered very seriously…Loya smiled. What are you laughing at, I said. I’m sick of 

 Mexicans who talk and act as if this is all Pedro Páramo, I said. (624) 

Perhaps the mentioning of Juan Rulfo’s novel is intentional here, since Bolaño sought to distance 

himself from the Boom and “Magical Realism” that depicted the apparitions as supernatural 

interventions in the natural world. Bolaño goes mocks the phantasmagorical as a superstitious 
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part of identity.  Instead he recognizes the living as death as the aftermath of Latin-American 

personal Holocausts, in pro of the establishment of a self-regulated economic system (i.e. 

Dictatorships, and later the inequalities and violence product of Neoliberal measures). Santa 

Teresa’s (Juárez’s) high rate of migrant indigenous women population (due to establishment of 

American maquiladoras), as Loya refers to Mexican citizens, carry this ghostly stigma, the 

citizens that either dead or alive count the same. According to Driver, Santa Teresa is “more or 

less dead” in three different ways: one because “they are alive but poor thus denied the rights of 

citizenship”; second “they are among the hundreds of thousands of disappeared women and men 

whose disappearance have gone uninvestigated-thus nobody knows if they are dead or alive” and 

third “they have been murdered, but their deaths have not been investigated nor their bodies 

identified.” (66) All three of these characteristics that Driver identifies catalogue the femicides as 

the difference-making capacity that throws out the result of bare life, the exclusion to the point of 

termination of political (human) rights to live well, and the literal termination of the right to live. 

As Agamben explains, “At once excluding bare life from and capturing it within the political 

order, the state of exception actually constituted, in its very separatedness, the hidden foundation 

on which the entire political system rested.” (7) 

 This shows how a state of exception is not concentrated in the institutional State but is 

practiced through the mechanisms of exclusion, difference making processes sustained in moral 

laws as natural laws. The violence against women, for instance in 2666 is shown as the 

generalized phenomenon that dismisses the importance of violence on the base of the 

categorization of difference. In this way, the narrator connects the dots of evidence and assumes 

a sequence of natural cause of death and physical and moral consequences. For instance, “the 

first dead woman of May was never identified, so it was assumed she was a migrant from some 
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central or southern state who had stopped in Santa Teresa on her way to the United States…no 

one reported her missing” (359). As with the relation of repetition with equivalency and 

substitutability shown by Deleuze, the connection of death with woman and with migration is the 

easiest semantic relation to assume. Although the narrator gives names and fills the bodies with 

the presumed facts that ended their lives, all of these bodies are shown to have belonged to 

women whom have sought better conditions of life. As modes of survival many of them migrated 

to work on maquiladoras. All of them are victims of a machinarian system that produces 

inequalities. In the novel, as it may have happened in reality, the repetition of the fact of death 

follows investigations by police officers, a congresswoman, family members, journalists, turning 

the crude image of dead bodies into “disappearance”, a moral adopted law. 

 The value of life begins only at the time of death. As Marjorie Agosin says in a poem 

from her collection about the femicide in Juárez, Secrets in the Sand,  “All we know about 

them/is their death” (25). Bolaño shows death at its most exposed materiality, the body on its 

way to decomposition, ironically it becomes the main signifier of their life. The same way, the 

devaluation of life begins as the living dead bodies are raised for the practices of State of 

exception. The State’s failure to provide life as quality and in its literal form- the right of life- 

implies an economy of death that flows as an affect, across bodies, territories, times. The serial 

production of the industry these women enchain is the same economy of serial excluding/killing 

to which they are bound. 2666 is written in a Deleuzian sense, as the critique of difference and 

repetition understood as the production of essentialisms, especially of difference as the source of 

exclusion and as the equivalent of natural human selection.  

 In sum, the dead women seen from the materiality of death takes off the 

abstraction/generalization of death as that which happens to others, as the phenomenon in mass 
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that corresponds to a sector of society as an absolute difference law. In change, the repetition of 

the same in different names throws difference in repetition as inseparable, which allows to see 

other’s death as inseparable from own responsibility. The addition of each dead woman reflects 

on the maximalist nature of the novel and contributes a difference to the difference-making 

processes. That is to say, each body makes a difference. Bolaño’s contribution in this sense is to 

show –in the most topological way-that repetition doesn’t happen in isolation in the remote 

desert, but haunts each element, including us as readers, as is going to be explained in the next 

chapter, and reminds one that what persists as repetition are the failures of a system no longer 

physically identifiable, but hidden, behind every death becoming disappearance, within every 

“more or less” dead body. 

 
Reader’s Affects: Mixed Feelings 
 
 The feeling of void that populates the novel as a whole, is enacted through unconscious 

affects involving characters and their (in)voluntary actions on one hand, and “ugly feelings” 

(Sianne Ngai 2000) involving readers, which provokes an uncomfortable position for the reader. 

This section focuses on three main features in order to untangle the affective character of the 

novel that makes the reader fall out of a comfort zone: 1) an anti-detectivesque narrative strategy, 

which leaves open endings and cases unresolved; 2) the wandering and the loss of purpose of 

characters (that usually leads to insanity); 3) the repetition of shocking scenes of violence that 

gives the sense of redundancy. 

 “An oasis of horror in a desert of boredom” are the words that open the novel, an 

epigraph from Charles Baudelaire´s poem “The Journey” that most likely anticipates the “mixed 

feelings” or contradictory moods to come. It contextualizes and announces the preponderance of 

landscape as an emotional geography (developed in the first section) charged with two of the 
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most significant afflictions of global times: horror and boredom. The longer strophe from the 

quote reads:  

 O bitter is the knowledge that one draws from the voyage! 

 The monotonous and tiny world, today 

 Yesterday, tomorrow, always, shows us our reflections, 

 an oasis of horror in a desert of boredom! 

 In “Literature+Illness=Illness” (title copied from Baudelaire) one of the essays from The 

Insufferable Gaucho published posthumously in 2006, Bolaño dedicates a section to French 

Poetry. He cites Mallarmé´s poem “Brise Marine”, commenting: “But what does Mallarmé mean 

when he says that the flesh is sad and that he has already read all the books?... That to fuck and 

to read, when all’s said and done, results in boredom… I believe Mallarmé is talking about 

illness cloaked in the rags of boredom.” (133) 

 He introduces a philosophical and cynical commentary later, in the section “Illness and a 

Dead-end Alley”, quoting at length from the symbolist poet he most admired, Baudelaire, in a 

critique of “The Voyage”, which served as epigraph for 2666. Even though the tone of the essays 

are of high personal impact to the author-by the time already suffering from the liver illness that 

killed him- he considers this poem to be one of the most visionary of the 19th century, saying that 

“There is no diagnosis more lucid that expresses the sickness of modern man. In order to get free 

from boredom, to escape the dead zone, all we have at hand is horror, that´s to say evil.” (135). 

This quote concentrates many of the key words of his literary proposal in 2666: illness (insanity), 

death, boredom, horror, evil; telling the story of evil acting through an affect that leads to 

insanity, which reflects the horrors of modern times.  
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Boredom 

 Affect is configured and produced by the text’s simultaneous potential for boring and 

horrifying its readers, precisely because the novel proves that horror and boredom are not in 

opposition but instead exist as affects next to each other on the same plane of immanence, 

mutually producing and (mode)ifiying things, discourses and people at their contact. Boredom 

violates the reader’s expectations; violence bores in its repetition. Violence is only determined in 

its effects, not as intrinsically violent. The simultaneity of boredom and shock affects the 

reader’s capacity to respond.  

 Sianne Ngai (2005) in Ugly Feelings explains how boredom relates to situations of 

extreme shock, since both challenge the capacity for response, temporarily immobilizing the 

object of these affects:  

 The sudden excitation of ‘shock’ and the desensitization we associate with ‘boredom’ 

 though diametrically opposed and seemingly mutually exclusive, are both responses that 

 confront us with the limitations of our capacity for responding in general…both affects 

 are thus frequently invoked in responses to radical art, usually dismissed as 

 unsophisticated. (8)  

Ngai´s proposition points to the deficiencies of critical readings of a cultural object. Boredom in 

this sense, is not only a reflex to what is boring but is a symptom of critical disability, 

characteristic of a time in which the repetition of horrors in daily life have desensitized critical 

reception. According to Ngai these affects are better thought of as “dispositions,” since they 

result in a “fundamental displacement from secure critical positions. The shocking and the boring 

usually prompt us to look for new strategies of engagement and to extend the circumstances 

under which engagement becomes possible.” (8) In this sense the novel affects the reader to the 
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point that it turns into aesthetics of reception. The boring slowness of endless lists (think of the 

list of bodies in “The part about the Crimes” or the encyclopedia-like recounting of the young 

Reiter in “The Part about Archimboldi) and the different pace that runs the excitement of 

shocking description of violence results in a narrative that is oddly predictable but rid of a 

differentiating engine. Instead, prompting the reader to develop their capacity to be affected and 

turn their affective responses into critical production. 

 Many critics of the novel have concluded that it revolves around itself with no definite 

objective, which makes the voluminous character of 2666 unnecessary. Brett Levinson (2009), 

for instance, states that the novel “deploys the structural motif in order to generate two textual 

moods: tedium and boredom... Characters attach one suspended narrative after another, page 

after page without direction or end. The heavy volume of 2666 deploys the episodic in order to 

bore.” (185.) In his reading of 2666, boredom is a constant “mood” that spans from the lack of 

unity, lack of chronology and abuse of suspense: “A given clipped anecdote leaves that story, yet 

also the reader, hanging. One awaits the resolution of the mystery in the next fragment, or the 

one after that, until one forgets that the ‘piece’ was ever present—or one grows bored” (185.) 

What Levinson considers as boring is an effect of what Andrews referred to as the 

“decentralization of narrative” (82) in Bolaño’s production of narrative tension: “In 2666 tension 

is heightened by means of fragmentation and alteration, and, as in part II of The Savage 

Detectives, it is decentralized or devolved, depending more on the briefly told stories of marginal 

characters than on the answer to an overarching question” (83). For example, at a general macro-

level, 2666 could be considered as an extensive intellectual search, since, like The Savage 

Detectives, it takes off with the search of a disappeared writer. This could be considered the first 

level of a detectivesque suspense, but soon the question “Will the critics find Benno Von 
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Archimboldi?” gives a turn, when Pelletier and Espinoza realize that “The search for 

Archimboldi could never fill their lives” (29) Instead, the focus switches to their personal lives, 

their lack of purpose and whether or not their affective ties will fulfill what the literary quest has 

not. Soon, they reach to the conclusion that they are never going to find the writer, as Liz Norton, 

their colleague and lover can’t decide for either of them. Then Pelletier, realizing their situation 

in Santa Teresa says, 

 …Because we have been stupid or because Archimboldi has a talent for hide and seek. 

 That doesn’t matter. What matters is something else. –What? –said Espinoza. –That he is 

 here –said Pelletier and pointed the sauna, the hotel, the tennis court, the metallic fence, 

 the dead leaves that one could guess behind it…Espinoza had goose bumps. The cement 

 block where the sauna was seemed like a bunker with a dead corpse inside. (207) 

As in the passage above, Archimboldi becomes less of a subject and more of a myth that is 

embedded in the surroundings. The different venues that Pelletier enlists materially embody the 

presence of Archimboldi, but also some parallel mysteries with a blurred appearance of death. In 

this sense, landscape works affectively, even provoking corporeal reactions (Espinoza’s goose 

bumps) as it serves as the link between bodies. While the quest for Archimboldi and their 

personal investigation fade, the bond between Espinoza and Pelletier intensifies and the erotic 

tensions with Norton arise. Pelletier and Espinoza reach the conclusion that they will never find 

Archimboldi, but despite the failure, they somehow can’t leave town. They decide to stay in 

Santa Teresa, against their better judgment. This is in part because the object of the search has 

lost its principal purpose and has to become an existential question relating death and critique. In 

this case neither life nor critique reach a satisfactory status. This may be seen as Bolaño’s gesture 

in reference to the status of Literature in contemporary Latin America. The inexistence of the 
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author disables the critical action as an act of power. In a Foucauldian sense, the interior of the 

discourse and the real individual there is always a representative gap. Even though for Foucault 

the proper name reveals as power of enunciation or position in the discourse, this distance 

between discourse and the represented does not necessarily create a dichotomy. Part of this 

misinterpretation is the notion that representation silences the things that it represents or that to 

represent situates the object always in a necessity of being named or discovered. It also generates 

an anxiety regarding the figure of classic detective fiction. The argument that objects are 

controlled by discourse can in fact lead to an essentialist problem. Philo (2000) talking from 

Non-representational Theories objects that “yearning to discover that, after all, there is still 

something more to be said, and that this something more really does not provide us with the 

‘key’ permitting us to unlock the ‘secrets’ of things, existence, and (beyond this) essence, 

creation.” (218). Non-representational Theories here take relevance, not from an attempt to 

undermine representation, but as an effort to dis-essentialize literature, freeing it from the 

urgency of the author, as the authoritarian entity overpowering the represented. The anti-

detestivesque gesture in Bolaño, then, and the decentralization of the narrative, is also a 

decentralization of literature and the impositions of historiography, showing through a 

“maximalist novel” an effort for “de-universalize” knowledge. Anderson and Harrison (2010) 

have indicated that non-representational, standing up for the “taking place” of practices more 

than discourses, say that this quest does not leave space for universal transcendences or primary 

principles: 

 And so even representations become understood as presentations; as things and events 

 they enact worlds, rather than being simple go-betweeners tasked with re-presenting 
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 some pre-existing order or force. In their taking-place they have an expressive power as 

 active interventions in the co-fabrication of worlds. (14) 

 Bolaño also intercalates stories within the stories that are usually shocking scenes of 

violence (such as that of the taxi driver incident mentioned in the section above) to turn away the 

attention to the central level of suspense. Andrews cleverly notes that it is not typical of Bolaño 

to resolve the source of suspense and that, even though as a general level of signification it can 

cohere (in 2666’s case as a critical, literary quest), he drives a “poetics of inconclusiveness” 

(viii). The suspense and curiosity of the reader become more important than solving doubts or 

delivering withheld information, turning its own affects as a book and the whole responsibility of 

meaning-making to the reception of the reader. In this sense, what gives the novel cohesion, 

coming back to Levinson´s critique, is not a narratological tie (“without direction or end”) nor 

the coherence of the plot (“leaves that story, yet also the reader, hanging”) but a constant “bare” 

anticipation, which makes the reader to keep reading. Since the decentralization of the narrative 

fragments the linear chronology, it also lacks structural time. It is only this “mood” of boredom 

and shock that keeps the reader reading that the novel acquires a sense of time and rhythm (186). 

As for Levinson´s reading (or sensing) of the novel, 2666 sustains itself in mostly affective 

material. Boredom, however, offers an insight not so much into the emotional states of individual 

readers in relation to narrative gestures as into a geographic circulation of Border affects, which 

shows up in the characters as an intensity that is non-conscious, non-subjective and -when 

embodied- non-voluntary.  

 Consider the struggle of the only woman in the group of critics, Liz Norton. After some 

time in Santa Teresa and she feels that something is out of joint: “Norton thought that something 

strange was going on, on the street, on the terrace, in the hotel rooms, even in Mexico City with 
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those unreal taxi drivers and doormen, unreal or at least logically ungraspable, and even in 

Europe something had been happening, something she didn’t understand” (151). At this point the 

reader has gradually realized that the impulse to travel to Mexico is not centered in the critics’ 

obsession with Archimboldi or his location or his work, but in a strange force related somehow 

to death in general and also death of the critique, as their own reason of living. Their departure to 

Mexico is decisive, since it is already evident that the end of the work that they study coincides 

with an existential void in their lives. Instead of Archimboldi, Santa Teresa reveals a quotidian 

violence that poses an additional mystery, also with no solution, which will be the central theme 

two chapters later, the femicides and their unknown perpetrators. The anti-detectivesque tone is 

revealed from the first Chapter in the novel, as the intellectual quest is bombarded with 

successive additional mysteries. It is clear that even before the possibility of finding the author 

the character are subsumed in nonsense. They are resigned to be characters, managed by the 

novelistic work that they read, meta-fictionalizing the actual implicit reader and the act of 

reading the novel.  

 The other “ugly feeling” that the novel brings about is horror, which is treated as a 

constant presence that pervades daily life in an almost unnoticeable way. The chapter that most 

consistently brings forward this narrational effect is “The Part about the Crimes,” with its clinical 

and forensic language to refer to the dead bodies of women abandoned in the desert. The 

objective expositing language used here soon becomes insufficient and the constant repetition of 

images continues for more than two hundred pages in this Chapter. The eye of the reader is felt 

so tired trying to overcome the crudeness of images of beaten, raped, dismembered dead bodies 

that ends up not seeing but only in a “second” or autonomous landscape, an inescapable 

atmosphere created by this same repetition. In addition to the tactic of the accumulation of cases 
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and the ordinary language used to describe them, the persistence of phrases such as “the case was 

left unsolved”, “no one claimed the body” and the like insist throughout the reading in a denial of 

poetical catharsis or channeling of any representational libido. Even representation or trying to 

“figure it” out, does not reach the comforting function of legibility, or it does it so literally that it 

remains as that “void” of the landscape represented, always lacking. Instead, it forces readings 

outside of the realm of representation, and in this sense, it affects them. The unpredictable, 

undiscoverable truth regarding the bodies is never discovered, as it is never realized within the 

confines of the discourse. While the big mystery remains unsolved irremediably, there is always 

a second level of mystery going on that suspends the reading. The particular geography of the 

Sonoran Desert acting as a magnetic landscape is demonstrative of a historical juncture of 

structural violence. As a result, if the novel bores, it does so to shock, offering a self-critique and 

showing how representational paradigms have ceased to be adequate for explaining the workings 

of contemporary evil.  

Conclusion 

 The “word” as well as the “image” of embodied death are assumed throughout the novel 

as insufficient. Probably the chapter that most brings forward this narrational affect is “The part 

of the crimes”, in which Bolaño utilizes clinical and forensic language to refer to more than a 

hundred dead bodies of women abandoned in the desert. The objective expositing language used 

here soon falls short and the constant repetition of images for the length of more than two 

hundred pages in this chapter recalls this quote in his previous novel, written in 1997, Amuleto. 

Here, he anticipated the title of his next novel in a description of a landscape, the Guerrero 

Avenue, which recalls and resembles the appearance of an ominous cemetery:  
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 Guerrero, at that time of night, is more like a cemetery than an avenue, not a cemetery in 

 1974 or in 1968, or 1975, but a cemetery in the year 2666, a forgotten cemetery under the 

 eyelid of a corpse or an unborn child, bathed in the dispassionate fluids of an eye that 

 tried so hard to forget one particular thing that it ended up forgetting everything else. (86) 

The title, as seen above, had life before the text was born, maybe as a form of presage, but also 

as a way of evoking a pre-existential affect that situates the literary object also beyond 

representation. By mentioning an eye that has forgotten everything, Bolaño insists in an absent-

minded eye, which has given up it´s “ways of seeing” and ways of representing the world from 

the self, because everything that it experiences, even though is there, is “not then”, but displaced 

or dis-timed to an unknown but known-too-well-landscape. This eye or reception becomes its 

own experiencing, instead of performing the primary subjective function of seeing or reading.  

 Likewise, “The Part About the Crimes” in 2666 demands the eye of the reader to pay 

attention to crude images of beaten, raped, dismembered dead bodies on repeat. The eye ends up 

not seeing but in a “second” or autonomous landscape, an atmosphere that can be sensed through 

the reading, which is created by the repetition. Even representation or trying to “figure it” out, 

does not reach the comforting function of legibility, or it does it so literally that remains as that 

abandoned cemetery. Instead, it forces readings outside of the realm of representation; it affects 

them. Landscape in 2666 functions as a cemetery that is transcoporeal with the reader, who is 

forced to draw the view away. By the insistence of repeated images, the novel stops rendering 

the visual anymore, though it “renders visual”. 

 The reading that 2666 brings up, pushes representations away by the difficulty and 

sometimes the impossible closing of the cases. In sum, the impossibility to “make sense” of 

death is itself affective in a Deleuzian way. Massumi (1995) defines affect as a state of becoming 
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that is “autonomous to the degree to which it escapes confinement in the particular body whose 

vitality, or potential for interaction, it is.” (228). This autonomy, rather than overpowering or 

even “being represented” by emotion of feeling, might be understood as part of the same set of 

“presentations”, in the interactions of the body with that which exceeds its borders. This can be 

seen in Bolaño’s insistence on de-emphasizing constructionist accounts of reality and the 

representative instead of excluding them. Representations may be thought of as part of a world of 

embodied practices and performance rather than being outside of it, determining it. John David 

Dewsbury (2002) thought that representations were actually forms of “presentation”. If 

considered as presentation, all myths of mimetic replication of a “more real” reality are removed. 

The liberation of the presentations from their reference may help dehumanize a perspective over 

objects as a kind of imposition of meaning, which also is an effort to de-universalize knowledge. 

Anderson and Harrison (2010) assert that the non-representational in advocating for the “taking 

place” of practices leaves   

 …no room for hidden forces, no room for universal trascendentals or first principles. And 

 so even representations become understood as presentations; as things and events they 

 enact worlds, rather than being simple go-betweens tasked with re-presenting some pre-

 existing order or force. In their taking-place they have an expressive power as active 

 interventions in the co-fabrication of worlds (14). 

In this sense, the state of being is never subject of representation, but emotion and affect appear 

as presentations; literature and reading appear as practice.  

 In 2666 body and landscape are thought of as a constant process of becoming, not as 

fixed monoliths but as processes in which dynamic entities interact with and relate to each other, 

which helps figure how the social is threated, and the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion 
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within. 29 This dialogues with a tradition that conceives landscape away from its Cartesian 

fixation or “ways of seeing”, which, according to Wylie, has root in the post-phenomenology 

theory of becoming of Deleuze and Guattari (preceded by the phenomenology of Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty and later on Tim Ingold). In Ingold´s (2000) words, “…body and landscape are 

complementary terms: each implies the other, alternatively as figure and ground” (193) In this 

conception the physical and the sensations are understood to be interconnected with other bodies 

and contexts, just as represented in the novel. The emotions of the characters that are drawn to 

the landscape of the border are triggered in a way that relates to the landscape of fear, death and 

state-practiced biopolitic caesuras of racism. Therefore, it can be concluded that affects that 

transit through bodies, material and social environments are geography-specific and fill in bodies 

at their contact. 

 The atrocities of the century that Bolaño treats in this novel, especially, the border 

biopolitics aftermath, symptomatized in women’s death and normal citizens lives gives evil a 

shape that is embodied without a clear perpetrator. The urgency to confront the problem of evil 

in a materialized way, as it is shown in the novel denounces horror through literature calling for 

an ontological reading. There is an implicit drive to understand in all the blanks left throughout 

this “maximalist novel”, which is expressed in the form of open endings, decentralization of the 

plot and the abundance of questions more than answers. Bolaño anatomizes the horror without 

allowing an easy explanation through subjectivity. This way, he describes the affects of the body 

alluding to a collective affliction, and the responsibility of the reader. This way of anatomizing 

                                                        
29 Anthropologist Jo Lee (2007) states in his article “Experiencing Landscape; Orkney Hill land and 
farming” that a lesson learned from NRT approaches is “…that landscape is not just a palimpsest…a 
historical layering in which the present is merely the sum of past episodes, but is also an active, present 
future-oriented engagement with the environment.” (89) These engagements will be seen as the human in 
connection, emergence and transformation with a field of forces, as Jane Bennet says “humans are always 
in composition with nonhumanity, never outside of a sticky web of connections or an ecology” (89) 
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evil, even though starts from the flattened topology of the effects of a violent cartography-

making it seem almost a-ethical in its crudeness- is incisive of the problem of evil as a result of a 

systemic failure.  

 The narrative operation in 2666 through the use of the criminal has at least a double 

purpose: as a strategy to read history and the literary system as a failed one; and that of the book 

itself, working as symptom for systemic and systematic violence through the annoying (boring) 

repetition of crude acts, tracing this way a genealogy of contemporary horror that is printed in 

the memory of the reader. In both cases, the border is presented as an imminent affect, a power 

with no localizable origin, no specific culprit, which, as the novel itself, seems to never end. 

 The superimposed levels of mysteries in 2666 is an anti-detectivesque intent in which the 

characters set out on an inconclusive quest through a violent cartography, which is revealed as 

the source of the inexplicable and inevitable, with death as its antonomasia. The space in this 

search becomes symptom and trajectory of a net of affects, which materially and psychically 

seclude characters as well as readers to a vice circle of unfruitful searches. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE “TRANSBORDER IMMIGRANT TOOL”: ASSEMBLAGES OF ELECTRONIC 

DISTURBANCE 

 This Chapter examines the relationship between human agency, the politics of nature and 

the intervention of technology related to the electronic disturbance object, the “Transborder 

Immigrant tool” (TBT), designed by the art collectives b.a.n.g. lab. and Electronic Disturbance 

Theater 2.0 (EDT). TBT consists of a device designed from designed from the modification of 

outdated cellphones and distributed to migrants who intend to cross the U.S.-Mexico border. The 

tool is supposed to serve as a navigation aid towards survival landmarks across the obstacles of 

the Sonoran Desert: The U.S. Southern Border´s natural and intended hardships landscape (see 

FIGURE 5). It establishes a virtual and material connection that is shown as a chain of 

benevolent assamblages between the collective, that monitors from the U.S.- based in San Diego, 

CA and the migrants that make use of the tool. Other material elements can be thought of as 

actors of this network, this include the desert geography, elements and scenery, the hydration 

tanks that have been set up by local humanitarian groups (such as Humane Borders and the 

Samaritans) and the official and civil patrols that want to contain the movement of migration. 

Such relationships can also be conceived as part of a technological milieu, reticulatory and 

relational in nature, belonging to an era that Gilbert Simondon (1989; 2011) called an 

“associated techno-geographical milieu” and Bernard Stiegler (2011) added the suffix of the 

“digital”, a time when the preponderance of (digital) machines instantiate for reconfigurations of 

technologies of control, without stopping the material consequences at the level of environmental 

and human casualties. This study explores the multiple performances of humans and non-human 
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bodies at play in the configurations of TBT assemblages through material-oriented approaches 

that argue that objectual matter is not as passive or inert, but active and lively in the construction 

of political practices and human processes (Bennet, 2010). This idea takes its relevance from the 

fact that TBT is an object that circulates as an off-line version of the on-line “electronic 

disturbances” principle, to which the collective has adhered during the last two decades. As part 

of a dispute for border space, TBT emerges in parallel with the biometric performatic 

militarization of the border (Amoore and Hall, 2010), I argue, with shared prosthetic impulse, 

seeming to contest the digitalization and remote-controlness of military interventions of the U.S. 

at the Border and elsewhere. TBT also is a material contestation of the “prosthetics of law” 

(Pugliese, 2011), as explained below, since it functions as a tool for the extension of the body’s 

capacities, which adds to the abilities of migrant subjects to affect and to be affected by 

resembling at the time of reassembling and recoding state techno-operations. It inaugurates a 

“prosthetic transborderism”, by performing within and beyond the body of the subject who holds 

it in contestation to the militarization and virtualization of the border. Conventional hegemonic 

assemblages of subjects, objects, human and non-human acts and actions, digital and material 

nets that have been employed by state practices to locate, reach, identify, watch, and ultimately 

exterminate remote targets conceived as “invaders,” “contagious” or “trashing”. In contrast, TBT 

as a politics for human mobility involves a process of re-humanization that puts into question the 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion regarding the condition of the human.  

 The Chapter starts disentangling the concept of “assemblage”, as conceived by New 

Materialist approaches, and describing the milieu in which TBT is situated and the global 

borderization performances with which it dialogues. Then it will turn to the object itself to 

explore its affective relations immersed in subsequent assemblages of human and non-human 
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affairs. A question that this Chapter addresses is what does the object do and add to the border’s 

geographical and political landscape with which it interacts. Finally it will analyze the 

uniqueness of TBT’s humanitarism. Three processes of re-semantization take place through the 

object. First, the recycling of technological matter into the functions of geographic knowledge; 

second the recycling of information for new functionalities; third, the meaning of the 

performance of crossing the border becomes transiting and transitioning. 

Assemblage 

 Assemblage has gained currency as a key word from the appropriation of the concept 

designated by the French word “agencement” in the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s 

A Thousand Plateaus. It has come to designate an arrangement or a state of affairs and an 

ongoing process of arranging, organizing, or concealing how heterogeneous bodies, things or 

concepts get in contact with each other. Assemblage as agencement designates connectivity, a 

productive and transformative excess beyond representation (Phillips, 108.) In Deleuzo-

Guattarian terms, assemblages involve a continual process of emergence and becoming (4) and 

are composed of multiple unstable organic and non-organic elements, each invested with a 

capacity to transform the whole (Mc. Farlane 562.) As Wise reads them, assemblages put 

together a variety of objects, practices and affairs “between technology (content, material) and 

language (expression, non-corporeal effects).” (83.) In a Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and 

Guattari propose two intertwined coordinates in which assemblages work: horizontal and 

vertical. The first one is composed of  “machinic assemblages of bodies, actions and passions”, a 

designation of the emergent properties, content and expression of an assemblage, the language 

system to which all speakers of a language belong and the collection of qualities, things and 

relations, which exceed enunciation and desire. On the other hand, the vertical axis refers to the 
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creation of territory and involves a distinction between being made (territorialization) and 

becoming unmade (deterritorialization) as bodies come together or disperse (88.) Wise notes that 

this process requires a constant making and unmaking, where assemblages are “always coming 

together and moving apart” (79.)  

 In Vibrant Matter: A political Ecology of Things Jane Bennett theorizes material vitalism 

to move agency “beyond human bodies and inter-subjective fields to vital materialities and the 

human-non-human assemblages they form” (30.) Following Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of 

assemblages and Spinoza’s phenomenology and his concept of the “affective,” she develops a 

theory of distributive agency. Bennett deploys her realization of assemblages as “ad hoc 

groupings of diverse, of vibrant materials of all sorts…living throbbing confederations that are 

able to function despite the persistent presence of energies that confound them from within.” 

(24.) Bruno Latour's Actor-Network Theory (ANT), following Tarde´s vitalism had already 

proposed that the social must be defined “as a very peculiar movement of re-association and 

reassembling”(7.) In other words, the constitution of the social is linked to a range of 

associations (or networks of actors) that sustains and puts together particular kinds of social 

relations. As Allison Cavanagh suggests, Latour's ANT differs from Deleuze and Guattari's 

conceptualization of assemblage (focused on the agentic capacities of non-discrete parts) given 

its focus on parts in relation to the composition of the whole: “once it is incorporated within the 

network, it comes to function as part of that network, and disappears from view as a discrete 

object or agent” (45.) Bennett open puts together the Latourian and Deluzo-Guattarian 

perspectives on assemblages. In her view, once assemblages are formed they have their own 

capacity to act and to be “agentic.” Through the concept of “vibrant matter” she recognizes the 

diverse ways in which agency acts and is distributed via processes of emergence and becoming. 
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In these configurations of distributed agency, matter is constituted in terms of various 

assemblages with different affective capacities, involving both human and non-human actors’. In 

this sense, the materialities that form the conglomerate as well as the assemblage itself act in 

unison. 

 This material vitalism, according to which matter has an agency to modify other bodies 

(Deleuze and Guattari) has been developed by New Materialists in recent years as a particular 

concern with the place of the nonhuman in the social, cultural and political life under the new 

materialist turn. 30 Relevant for the analysis of the emergence of TBT as a political aesthetic-

affective artifact of vibrant material vitality, is how affective forces through means of 

materialities form this object. As an assemblage, TBT meant to dissipate the binaries of 

life/matter, human/nonhuman, will/determination, organic/non-organic. Nonhuman agents such 

as technology, elements of nature, landscapes play a primary role in its vital politics. Organic and 

inorganic matter, natural and cultural are affective in the sense that they produce an effect in 

other bodies. As Jane Bennett interprets Spinoza, affect is a capacity of any body for impulse an 

act of agency and to respond to it: “…both simple bodies…and the complex mozaicised modes 

they form are conative…every mode, if it is to persist, must seek new encounters to creatively 

compensate for the alterations of affections it suffers.” (22.) Here, affect intersects with 

assemblage, since to be a mode is expressed by its potential to form part of an encounter and to 

mode(e)ify and be modified by others. Through Bennett’s reading of Spinoza we understand 

that, even though the capacities of any mode or object aren’t hierarchized, the power of affect is 

only realized through assemblages and it goes in different ways and with different intensities, 

which she conceives as being distributed (not centered exclusively in human bodies or efforts). 

                                                        
30 See Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce (2010); Bruce Braun and Sarah Whatmore (2010); Diana Coole 
and Samantha Frost (2010). 
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Deleuze and Guattari in Thousand Plateaus referred to this point made by Bennett on activity 

and responsiveness and distribution this way:  

 …we know nothing about a body until we know what it can do, in other words, what its 

 affects are, how they can or cannot enter a composition with other affects, with the 

 affects of another body,… to destroy that body or be destroyed by it… to exchange 

 actions and passions with it or to join with in composing a more powerful body (257). 

Starting from this base, next section develops the functional assemblages of the border as a 

material and immaterial landmark that works through affects. The capacities of the human to 

govern nature, territory and population are reflected as modes of bordering. 

 Nature 

 The Sonoran Desert has gradually gained relevance for the contested politics of mobility 

(Squire, 2011). Composed of a variety of military sites, wildlife reserves, private ranches, 

indigenous lands and detention facilities, it has been materially and ideologically stigmatized as 

the landscape of illegal crossings and the death of migrants. At the lower confines of the U.S. 

national territory, it has emerged in post-NAFTA media imaginaries, in association with 

historical antagonisms or, according to Pratt (1992), within  “contact zones”31, contact with the 

unknown, penetrating horde-like mass of (in)humans, a terrain of otherness that inspires danger 

(Hill, 2009). In recent years, three agents that control the space have marked the border as an 

assemblage: the danger of natural elements, the intensification of border control and the 

proliferation of humanitarian activism. The desert area and its effects on human bodies are part 

                                                        
31 A contact zone understood as combat zone. Pratt defines it as “The space of colonial encounters, the 
space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other and 
establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion radical inequality, and intricable 
conflict” (6) 
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of a sovereign mapping practice for securitization, one that has involved financial moves, 

technological investments, advertising campaigns, physical and symbolic enforcement, 

institutions and agencies that still move bodies into violent encounters. On the other hand, the 

Border Patrol efforts of border “operations” to extirpate focuses of exterior penetration have 

succeeded to move points of entrance to the West side of the territory, this is, desert-ward, 

intending to make the Other more “territorializable”, as well as “terrorizable”. In 1994 during the 

Clinton presidency, the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) began the Southwest 

Border enforcement Strategy, which was continued and improved during Bush’s presidency. 

Aiming for “prevention through deterrence,” the strategy attempted to make it “so difficult and 

so costly to enter the USA illegally that fewer individuals even try” (INS 1996:3, Cornelius 

2001). To this end, Border Patrol operations such as “Operation Gatekeeper” and “Operation 

Hold the line” traced the trajectory of the desert landscape as border and as dangerous. They also 

were crucial performances that manipulated the desert affects to be seen as a “natural” tool to 

designate the illegal. If such developments intended to make migrants crossings less appealing, 

they have also rendered them more lethal as migrant deaths increase year after year (Andrew 

Burridge 2009; Juanita Sundberg 2012.) Affectively, the border observes/absorbs the flows of 

intentions in different directions, but a specific flow of power runs North to South, in which state 

enforcements have managed to enmesh human fatality and natural elements as two 

indistinguishable and irreversible forms for affect. Roxanne Lynn Doty draws attention to the 

deadly migratory journey under the enforcement of prevention through deterrence: “crossing the 

border without authorization now became an extremely dangerous proposition in which death 

lurked in every new migrant crossing route, through formidable mountain ranges and along 

desolate, heat-scorched desert lands” (605.) Doty describes these affects of the desert as part of a 
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“raw physicality”, where environments have an inherent power, utilized for the ends of a masked 

social and political power. This, she indicates, is evident where migrants are classified as dying 

from “natural” causes, such as extreme heat, dehydration, thirst, or exposure to the elements. 

What Doty highlights here is an insight that many other scholars have noted: that the physical 

forces of the desert have increasingly been mobilized as a means to control migrants over recent 

years, particularly through the strategy of ‘funneling’ migrants through remote and dangerous 

terrain (Rubio-Goldsmith, McCormick, Martinez and Duarte 2006; Johnson 2007; Sundberg 

2011.)  

 While exposure to hazardous elements is-as a matter of fact- fatal, Doty’s analysis 

nevertheless allows one to perceive the ways in which the assemblage of the physical forces of 

the desert and human death are part of a moral alibi by which the US state seeks to evade 

responsibility for such deaths, and how it deploys death by natural elements as a kind of natural 

selection of qualifying bodies. Migrant´s deaths coincide with the suicidal feature of terrorism. If 

terrorists risk their own life for the sake of inflicting damage to others, the crossing of the border 

as a life risk-taking act can be constructed as having similar connotations. As the attacker´s body 

of the 9/11/01 is literally read as weapon, its body´s disintegration is inseparable from that of the 

victim´s bodies. If read figuratively—as in figures and in metaphor—the death of the suicide 

bomber, as well as the migrant´s death, comes to signify the disintegration of another body, that 

of the nation. The image of the migrant has been reconstructed in the 2000´s as an odd correlate 

of the image of terror, an image that stems from State racism. The migrant subject transgressing 

the human instinct of life performs to the eyes of population an “attack” to the body of “us”. It is 

an image that has a media background (Hill, 2005) and that produces a feared life threat to those 

who witness it. It is not fortuitous that 2001´s events “enforced” the relevance of the border as 



 Johannes 120

territory, even though the attacks didn´t actually “cross” any territorial boundary. What is 

highlighted instead is a kind of danger that signifies the idea of illegal migrants crossing-and 

dying by their own will- in the desert. Risking their lives is seen as an unnatural drive derived 

from the crossing of the border, nature would be put to fight on the side of the biopolitical intent 

of the state to keep the “natural order” on national territory. The generation of risk at the border 

is a double-edged weapon that, through risking life of others, produces internal risks as means of 

security. If crossing the geopolitical border without the required documentation is a life-

threatening attempt, it is also threat to the ability of the State to manage life. For Foucault (2003) 

this is how a biopolitical State operates, with racism as its main mechanism of power. 

“Biopolitics” is a politics that is organized by and for the control and regulation of life. It is 

informed by a discourse on life that is about life as much as it appears, strategically, to belong to 

life itself, as if it were a natural sacred, invulnerable value, the power can be exercised “in such a 

way that it is capable of suppressing life itself. And therefore, to suppress life itself insofar as it 

is the power that guarantees life” (253). This is to say that a biopolitical crossing or damaging 

invasion on the part of the migrant serves the state in its anti-immigration policies to actually 

promote life as a means of defense. The Other in this sense will be killed in a way that is 

“allowed” to die to promote the health and well being of the nationhood. In order to decide 

which lives to save (“make live”) and which ones to dispose (“let die”) racism is introduced as a 

sort of tool for arbitrary selection (which is thought to be a kind of “natural selection”). Racism 

would allow the power of killing as the justification for preserving life, “racism makes it possible 

to establish a relationship between my life and the death of other that is not military . . . but a 

biological-type relationship” (255) 

 In 2005 The Border Protection, Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act  
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established the construction of a 700 miles of material fence across the southern border with 

Mexico (see Brown, 2010; Dear, 2015) as a priority. While this legislation did not pass through 

the Senate, the Secure Fence Act of 2006 nevertheless put this plan into action, drawing on the 

2005 REAL ID Act to waive existing legislation in order to prioritize the construction of the 

physical barrier at the border. By March 2012, Homeland Security had erected all but 14 miles of 

the proposed fence. In addition to physical sections of the fence, virtual fencing through cameras 

and lighting has been developed as a means of surveillance, which complements the more recent, 

though limited, use of overhead drones. The border fence is often conceived of as an expensive 

symbolical gesture, yet also brings to bear an obvious materiality and in fact one that does not 

always operate as its designers planned (Sundberg, 2011.) 

 Amoore (2010) in her interviews with border security software designers shows how the 

virtual border builds as a collection of data for the re-writing of the border. The geography 

witnesses a spatial stretching in the assemblage of mobile people, objects and data, in a system 

designed to operate beyond the territorial line of borders. Her study shows that this leads to 

categorical judgments regarding identities on the base of matching features that the algorithmic 

model throws. These practitioners govern through the indiscriminate scattering of data, she says: 

“the graphing of the geo thus incorporates sovereign decisions that exceed the state itself and 

spatial processes of searching and scanning, detention and deportation that are located far away 

from the visible policing of the border line.” (63.) In effect, within these global, data-driven 

systems, border lines, as well as lines between qualified humans are also drawn by the 

connecting rules between items derived from data (think for example in the racial profiling 

principle of SB 1070.) The connecting rules of algorithmic models are exceptional at the core, 

since it is never quite clear which elements produce what type of risk to the nation. “Just as the 
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collection of spatial data was intrinsic to the history of cartographic writings of the border line, 

so the data collected in the course of commercial transactions with airlines, travel agencies, 

banks and credit card companies are assembled to write a new cartography of the border line” 

(63). The data that Amoore refers to forms the assemblages of global circulations, and for 

precisely this fact, they become the means of mapping and securing a world in movement and 

not only the regional border in question.  

 The contemporary border milieu actively incorporates this digital means of security into 

its capacity to govern the line that exceeds the digital realm and affect off-line emergences. Thus, 

for instance, when people are wrongly targeted as a high risk, detained on the basis of a score 

derived from data that is not their own but associated with them, the system never recognizes the 

mistake, but incorporates them as new data with which to refine the rules and keep re-writing the 

border. It brings about new ways, as Sparke (2005) has suggested, of “graphing the geo” (xiv)32 

through novel spatial processes. The “geo-graphing” itself, the very capacity to write the world 

and draw the lines of safe/dangerous, of risk/at risk, here/there, is located in an assemblage of 

state and commercial authorities, bodies, money, data and things who dwell together in the 

border landscape. The TBT object released into this landscape enters in relationship with these 

assemblages and the already set up dispute of nature between two positions: the humanitarian 

intents to defend life itself through the provision of water and the Homeland operations, with 

nature as a background that serves as an alibi,33 in that it kills by “allowing” death. Relevant for 

                                                        
32 Sparke (2005) analyzes the ways Canadian organization National Action Committee on the Status of 
Women (NAC), displaces the masculinist and state-sponsored hegemonic politics through the formation 
of counter-public. Sparke analyzes the material, political and gendered dimensions of geopolitics that 
employ a feminist politics of location that goes beyond the discursive realms. 
33 Roxanne Lynn Doty (2011) in “Bare Life, Border-crossing Deaths and Spaces of Moral Alibi” 
describes these affects of the desert as “raw physicality”, where environments have an inherent power, 
utilized for the ends of a masked social and political power. These biopolitics allows to see the ways in 
which the assemblage of the physical forces of the desert and human death are part of a moral alibi by 
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the emergence of TBT is how -as a political artifact- the object relates to the affective forces of 

the elements of nature in that the tool engages the afflicted body that carries it with the geo-

graphing of the device in a way that suggests a (bodily) response either to avoid or encounter 

such affects, as well as avoiding or encountering apprehension. 

 Technology 

 The analytical starting point for this section is the Transborder Immigrant Tool as an 

object of affect and part of an assemblage, appealing to the question of “what an object does”. 

The human-nature-technology relation that TBT creates comes from EDT’s politics of 

humanitarian artivism and hactivism34 in response to the proliferation of digitalized border 

control. My concern here is with exposing the significance of humanitarian politics as these are 

played out through the materiality of the object and as it relates to the Sonoran desert itself.35 

Specifically, my focus is on the ways in which material engagements in the hands of 

humanitarism can be understood biopolitically in their attempts to “re-humanize” through 

remote-control devices. While new materialist approaches have brought to the table the struggles 

over the very category of human, they help put into perspective how attempts to re-humanize the 

discussion of immigration and the logic of enforcement are biopolitically problematic. 

 Technological innovations for the securitization of the border have contributed to build a 

“virtual fence” for “datavilleance” (Amoore 2006) that runs parallel to the actual fence, as 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
which the US state seeks to evade responsibility for such deaths, at the time of showing off death by 
natural elements as a kind of natural selection of qualifying bodies. 
34 The hacktivist is an activist whose mode of operation relies in its virtual or electronic abilities. It will claim a 
right to space on-line to produce changes off-line. As Jordan and Taylor study, is a kind of flâneur of the cyber 
space able to bring together two modes of experienced reality, reaching a new perspective regarding hackers by the 
end of the 90´s, that transform them into hacktivists: “Hacktivists operate within the fabric of cyberspace, struggling 
over what is technologically possible in virtual lives, and reaches out of cyberspace utilizing virtual powers to mold 
offline life” (1) 
35 Authors such as Andrew Burridge (2010) and Juanita Sundberg (2008, 2011; see also Sundberg & Kaserman, 
2007) have importantly opened up for analysis of the incidence of objects in relation to humanitarism at the border. 



 Johannes 124

developed in the last section. The surveillance and apprehension, or “hunting” of illegal migrants 

across the US-Mexico border using digital technology has become a common act carried out by 

the Border Patrol and by civil patrols such as Halliburton, Minuteman and ranch proprietaries, 

especially through the use of Geographic Information System or GPS. According to the Border 

Patrol’s website, cartographic and global positioning technologies are central to the Border 

Patrol´s efforts to “maintain borders that work-facilitating the flow of legal immigration and 

goods while preventing the illegal trafficking of people and contraband” 

(<http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/border_security/border_patrol/border_patrol_ohs/overview.xml>)  

 In Amoore’s words, the mobilization of sophisticated technologies for locating and 

tracking bodies that cross illegally is a “highly ritualized emblem” of border performances. For 

those who cross the border these performances contribute to the configuration of their bodies as 

“illegal migrants” by the trespassing of consecutive barriers to the nation: first, by overcoming 

the hostile natural and human elements of the militarized desert landscape; then, once in the US, 

by possibly joining a vulnerable and tractable workforce in constant threat of apprehension, 

detention or/and removal. Finally, the constant occurrence and threat of death configures their 

bodies, case in which they become an anonymous form of testimony to the “obscene underside” 

of the securitized spaces of exception of the war on terror (Akers Chacón and Davis, 2006.) 

 The Transborder Immigrant Tool is a project developed by the artist Micha Cárdenas and 

professor Ricardo Domínguez and carried out by Electronic Disturbance Theatre (EDT) and 

b.a.n.g. lab, a research collaborative he directs at the California Institute for Telecommunications 

and Information Technology, or Calit2. It emerges in direct relation to the technological display 

of border governance, as it claims to be an act of “electronic civil disobedience” intending to 

“temporarily reverse” and block the flows of power (see http://bang.transreal.org/transborder-
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immigrant-tool/). “Electronic Civil Disobedience” originally wrote it as a performance, then an 

artistic installation and later it was printed and published online. This transition through different 

modalities indicates a restructuring of ways to bring oppositional power across new forms of 

sociality- mediated by technology and the virtual- that are enacted through material as well as 

immaterial realms. The concept of TBT in the context of these intentions was originally thought 

as a form of non-violent resistance by means of virtual action at a historical moment in which 

power has become nomadic and untargetable. As it is stated in the prologue to their book, “CAE 

tries to get beyond the traditional activist position enveloped in anti-logos (rationalized resistance 

to domination) by searching for the (non)location of the inherently contestational energy of 

nomos.”(34) Through this nomadic impulse, following Deluzo-Guattarian speculation, it offers a 

way to confront the classic impulse to conquer space according to its needs, regardless of 

unavoidable social impairments and immobility. CAE follows capitalist nomadisms with the 

intent to undermine it by creating its ways of mobility through a virtual open space. CAE seems 

to be aware of the maneuvers of capitalist power in space and how the digital age has given room 

for it to expand at virtual parallel landscapes: “One essential characteristic that sets late 

capitalism apart from other political and economic forms is its mode of representing power. 

What was once a sedentary concrete mass has now become a nomadic electronic flow… If 

mechanisms of control are challenged in one spatial location, they simply move to another 

location” (7-9). The increasingly decentralized power of capital as well as it´s epidemic-like 

expansion in material and virtual space provides the scenario within which nomadic resistance is 

employed. In fact, CAE´s purpose was to make the concept of “Electronic civil disobedience” 

expand in a way that it would go “viral” throughout population and to make it a recurrent 

concept. Making it as visible as possible, it would generate a contagious effect, naturalizing the 
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concept, as Dominguez reveals in his presentation at CCP, UofA (2014). 

 This initiative was one of the firsts in developing the denial-of-service protests, such as 

the project “Swarm the Minutemen”, in which they hacked the website of that vigilante group 

through a sophisticatedly designed software. TBT was specifically developed as a safety-net 

device, to provide migrants with geographical coordinates (and random encouraging poetry 

verses) during the practice of walking through the desert. They recycled old Motorola cellphone 

devices to serve as practical tools without SIM card installed or available network service and 

enabled GPS with a Virtual Hiker algorithm developed by Brett Stalbaum. This algorithm traces 

a virtual trail through the particular terrains of the desert and orients users towards concurrent 

trails and water stations installed by humanitarian groups. The device shows a customized 

geography that, according to their website, can serve migrants to “parse out the best routes and 

trails on that day and hour for immigrants to cross this vertiginous landscape as safely as 

possible.” Here, the materiality of the object is not only a technological support for the bearer; it 

also penetrates the life of everyday/hour rhythms.  

 The tool, as their blog says, was designed for emergency scenarios, to “direct a lost 

person to a nearby safety site” (http://blog.zkm.de/en/dialogue/border-art-research-visible-

borders-invisible-people-transborder-immigrant-tool/) If the migrant crosses paths with a 

member of an official or an unofficial patrol connected to the network the device vibrates at 

them. The tool in this sense engages the body that carries it with the movements of the device in 

a way that suggests a response within the intentions of avoiding apprehension, one that is of a 

bodily affect. We might think at this point of Deleuze and Guattari´s well-known paradigm of the 

wasp-orchid, according to which two genetically unaffiliated species come into contact with each 

other and reciprocally adapt their morphology so that the wasp (the pollinator of the orchid) 
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anatomically “traces” the form of the orchid flower, and vice-versa. The two organisms thus 

become a hybrid wasp-orchid or orchid-wasp. The vocabulary of “code-capture” that Deleuze 

and Guattari use to describe the resulting assemblage is particularly relevant: “not imitation at all 

but a capture of code, … a becoming-wasp of the orchid and becoming-orchid of the wasp” (10.) 

The electronic resistance offered by TBT resembles a wasp-orchid material affect, in which the 

tool and body at their contact are able to code-capture each other´s materialities. On one side, as 

a prosthetic member of the body, it enables the migrant to walk through (trespass, penetrate, 

overcome) the hazards of a certain landscape. On the other side of the coin, its prosthetic 

functionality entails a mechanism of enabling/disabling bodies. Theories of Disabilities are 

usually emphatic in distinguishing between physical impairment and the social construction of 

disability (obviating the fact that lack of mobility physically impairs the body.) In Bending Over 

Backwards, Lennan Davis explains that “impairment is the physical fact of lacking an arm or leg. 

Disability is the social process that turns an impairment into a negative by creating barriers to 

access.” (12). In the same way as impaired bodies are construed as other at expenses of itself 

(this is, even if an impaired body is totally autonomous is conceived as lacking and anomalous or 

not complete or normal), a disabled body, for lack of access and mobility, falls naturally in the 

category of deviant.  

 The exercise of biopower puts the functional body as the center topic. The border is 

conceived as a practice, through the deployment of technologies for the governing of human 

mobility. In this sense, the border is an organism with multiple tentacles that selects between 

able and disabled bodies. Mobilities, as Tim Creswell proposes, frame bodies into social 

constructions and are produced within certain conditions of (unequal) power relations: “The idea 

of a right to mobility, and mobility as an attribute of citizenship, is transformed if we start from 
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the assumption of socially produced mobility rather than mobility as an attribute of an 

autonomous body”(166). For him citizens are always “prosthetic citizens” in that they are always 

dependent on material ways of constrains and social interconnections that allow them to perform 

as such, as well as a “wider network of institutions and technologies that enable and/or disable 

mobility”(167). For Cresswell the different abilities to move in space and in society are part of a 

liberal conception of rights that announce an uneven geography of oppression. In this sense, the 

mobile body is the able body in terms of the liberal societal norms of conduct. The fact that 

mob(a)bility is dependent on the material conditions of certain constructed environment at the 

time that is inscribed in geographies of difference, affirms citizenship as inseparable from the 

prosthetic:  

 “Mobility, in a world in which people and things are intimately interconnected, is clearly 

 not a capacity of individual inalienable properties of bodies, but a product of a multitude 

 of human/environment interfaces –a product of geography. It is this interconnection 

 between the human body and the wider world that signals the arrival of the prosthetic 

 subject-citizen” (167). 

 If we think of the TBT prosthetic impulse in relation to the prosthetic citizen, belonging 

to the norm requires more than an autonomous body, it is always “made able” by supplying that 

which a bare life lacks, the prosthesis of law and the legal. In this sense, TBT plays into the same 

discourse of other humanitarian impulses, where human life is defended as “bare life” 

(Agamben) and thus blindspots the socio-political and ethical network to which the human 

chooses to adhere (Chapter One.) Also, it conforms to a landscape politics that considers natural 

elements as naturally hazardous, when they are not hazardous until incorporated in a certain 

politics (recycling “hiking” into crossing or “transgressing” the border) and until it is 
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experienced as its “capacity.  

 Moreover, the prosthesis allows access of the bearer (of the device, of the human rights) 

to be part of a broader network, which controls and distributes information from certain stand-

point through a set of human and non-human actors. It Geo-tags locations and GPS-trackable 

entities such as the vigilante groups it identifies on the move and the actual holder of the phone. 

If on one side, it allows the identification of threats, TBT as a geoinformatics and locative media 

drives digital-physical convergence, such that it pervades the body that crosses that landscape, 

converting it into open digital data. As the data-bodies interlock with physical locations, a digital 

territory and its operative border logics they join another assemblage, a global-locative network. 

As Stiegler puts it in Techniques and Times referring to the digitalization of territories, “the user 

also becomes data, traveling through 'data landscapes' -- that is, through electronic data that is 

physically located and situated on the interfaces simulating territorial space.” (3)  

 TBT, however, can be consulted any time for reasons that extend beyond the sought for 

safety and/or survival. Besides being built as a material addition to the nature-culture relations of 

the practice of migration, devices with GPS –according to its inceptors—transform the Global 

Positioning System into a “Global Poetic System”.  The intention to help others survive means in 

this case to enable the other to transition and “transnation”. This is a way to disrupt the 

demeaning imaginaries around South-North migration that reduce the human condition of the 

other to bare life, as if the only element that compounds the human as such was the biological 

feature.  

 Other cartographic instances of humanitarian aid, including Humane Border’s recreate 

conditioned reflects of a structural racism in their cartographic imaginary; the TBT on the other 

hand allows contesting reflects and reflections on the part of the migrant subject. TBT may not 
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always be seen as a practical tool for survival, as is the case of the poems included in its 

functions, which appear in intervals of time as “poetic sustenance” and hospitality. As their 

website says, it is configured as part of their artivism as a “poetic gesture from its inception, the 

Transborder Immigrant Tool functions, via the aspirations of such a dislocative medium, as 

dislocative media, seeking to realize the possibilities of GPS beyond its ‘global positioning 

system’ with what Laura Borràs Castanyer and Juan B. Gutiérrez have termed a “global poetic 

system.” (http://blog.zkm.de/en/dialogue/border-art-research-visible-borders-invisible-people-

transborder-immigrant-tool/). The deconstruction of the original acronym GPS by the art 

collective contests its cartographic development as it has been used by militarized police forces. 

This is, with a locative connotation, aiming to identify and purge “foreign bodies” external to the 

domestic body politics. Instead their dislocative and deterritorializing intention runs throughout 

the implementation of poetical and political art. In fact, TBT can be read as a combined artistic 

art, which aims to help migrants to safely cross the border, but uses them as part of their own 

performance. The artists used the device to cross the desert themselves in an inaugural video-

recorded performance that was uploaded to the web through Vimeo, making the border crossing 

a public art scene, which eventually turns it into yet another “ways of seeing” and representing 

the other. 

 As useless as it may sound, the fact that the poems are inserted in the algorithm with a 

chronologic sequence, reflects on the time of crossing, where the vast space and the elements 

provoke the lost of sense of time. If it doesn’t alleviate the emotional difficulties, it may serve as 

a tool for time orientation. Fernanda Duarte in “Rerouting borders” concludes that this feature of 

TBT as an “impulse of radical poetry…reinforces the imagery of the tool beyond its geolocation 
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functionality and recharges the immigrants to perceive themselves not as empty shells for labor 

but also as subjects sensitive to aesthetic” (72). 

 Attached to the body of the crosser, poetry is meant to promote the “transition” of the 

crosser into a new space and create what Domínguez calls “the most aesthetic crossing”36. In 

Micha Cárdenas’s words, it is a gesture that provides “poetic sustenance, to enact a space of 

hospitality and to welcome the traveler into a new space” (Domínguez et. al. 2).  

 If we think of the TBT as an artistic project the purpose of making it useful fits into the 

context of new media art projects as post-political politics (artivism and hacktivism). The 

artwork is not a stable object, but a process in form of artistic software. Its usefulness is designed 

as an interface, therefore it is not complete until it reaches a user. The object as a useful artifact 

demands a certain knowledge from the user. For it to reach its prosthetic function (in contestation 

to the prosthetics of law), the user must have the ability for associative selection, algorithmic 

(logical) thinking and navigational procedures. In its uselessness, the poetic intervention as a 

purpose of artistic catharsis demands an aesthetic reception. 

 In fact, the TBT includes the migrant in the art project, as a means of performing the 

humanitarian. The migrant virtually becomes the element that makes the project successful as an 

art of locative media. Even though the tool entails a corporeal experience of movement and a 

sensorial experience, the crossing of the desert is stripped of its bodily affects to become a body 

with poetic needs, an aesthetic “body without organs”. Thinking about the tool in its performance 

ability, the electronic space becomes a medium for action rather than information. The 

uselessness of TBT as a performance in contrast with its inception as a tool of service is a feature 

that makes TBT an object of disruption of the human/non-human divide. If matter is conceived 

                                                        
36 Domínguez in interview with Leila Nadir. Available at: http://hyperallergic.com  
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from a human-centered perspective, it will always be measured in terms of its utility. The 

interaction of human bodies with objects, as Massumi observes, usually is conceived as one 

serving the purposes of the other. In this sense, things exist to act as prostheses for the body, but, 

“if bodies and objects exist only as implicated in each other, in necessary and useful reciprocity, 

then isn’t it just as accurate to say that the body is literally, materially, an organ of its things? In 

mutual implication, it is not clear who is used by whom” (96). This, as enacted in TBT’s 

usefulness would imply that the artivism utilizes the migrant as an organ to perceive an 

experience and as an actor of its performance. The instrumental body of the migrant becomes 

useful to the thing. If focused on the uselessness of the thing however, this connection is lost to 

give room to art as invention. Massumi writes of the uselessness of art as the counter-force to 

instrumental reason, “A flower in which humans see poetry rather than pharmaceuticals will also 

grow widely… The poetics of roses has led to a multiplication of strains, each bearing the name 

of its first human prosthesis. Need and utility lead to self-same reproduction. Uselessness, on the 

other hand, lends itself to invention.” (96) 

 The TBT as a political and artistic project is not so much its manufacture as it is the 

process of reshaping of the thing, its capacities to move and be moved, the repurposing of matter 

and its incorporation into a new context. It is a creation that emerges from the modification of the 

material, the ideological and the function of locative media. Materially, it is a phone that is not a 

phone. Ideologically, besides contesting the geographical information system of the agents of 

apprehension, it adds the artistic layer. As an aid TBT conceptualizes art as service, since 

apparently its aim is to perform a certain task and supposedly its function ends at solving the 

practical challenges for what it was designed. However useful it may be at a given moment in 

time and space, in the hands of an potential user, serving as aid is only one of many purposes of 
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this tool and big part of it escapes this economical logic of service. Thought of as “kinetic 

poetry”, TBT is an artifact that still conserves part of the “aura” of traditional art, in the 

Benjaminian sense,37 a realm of culture that according to Lash (1990) separates the aesthetic 

experience from the social (11). However, instead of coming back to the divide of art v/s the 

social, the TBT in its “disturbing” principle may serve to disrupts this dichotomy. It breaks with 

the notion of anthropological and psychological aspects of such divide, which implies that the 

recipient must have a sophisticated ability for art reception that splits the appreciation of 

representations from the experience of the real.  

 For Micha Cárdenas (Domínguez et. al. 2009), the project is concerned with “taking 

technology and repurposing it …putting it in a different context and using it in a different 

way…taking that GPS technology and making it available to people that really, really need it”.38 

Unfortunately, the accessibility of the tool to migrants has not been corroborated or measured. It 

is uncertain if the tool actually circulates through the border-crossing landscapes or if a migrant 

in despair has ever used it successfully. When Warren asks Domínguez if the TBT is being used 

in concrete contexts, Domínguez answers: “Well we hope. The code can be used by other 

communities of artists to deal with their own poetics and aesthetics around their borders, to 

create transborders” (in Warren, 30). What is clear that the tool inaugurates an aesthetic and 

artistic form of activism at the border that didn’t exist before. If it fails as a practical application, 

it is certainly a political statement and an aesthetic one. Regardless of its switching informational 

codes, it does modify the image of the migrant from the passive carrier of contagion to an active 

antibody to the viral politics of the state. If it fails in initiating a self-sustained object agency for 
                                                        
37 Benjamin (1936) speaks of the decay of the aura in relation with the development of mechanical 
reproduction in modern times. He describes the aura as the originality and authenticity of a work of art 
that has not been reproduced. 
38 Available at www.uni-
siegen.de/locatingmedia/workshops/mobilehci/cardenas_the_transborder_immigrant_tool.pdf  
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the recuperation of political capacities, it in turn allows one to assume a critical attitude 

regarding the roles of political subjects. As Domínguez concludes in his co-authored text: 

 The Transborder Immigrant Tool can be seen as part of a larger shift form Tactical Media 

 to Tactical Biopolitics. While media artists of the late nineties and early two thousands 

 were often concerned with the political potentials opened up by cheaper access to media 

 technologies, we are interested in the political potential opened up by technologies which 

 can serve to improve people’s lives directly”39 

  As TBT seeks to reorient the configurations of border powers, its assemblages clearly 

orient its own politico-artistic visualities. While it has created an alternative spatiality and 

expanded the border assemblages through the element of electronic disturbance, it offers an 

idyllic inclusive border image where everyone can cross the border and where the politicized 

landscape of the desert is turned into a pleasurable ,safe, hikeable scene. By reversing the 

territorialization of governmental machinery for surveillance as removal, TBT has its ways of 

claiming such a territory as an accessible landscape through their agency and technology. 

Surveillance works through the device as an apparatus for “enabling” the crossing migrant 

subject. One of the implications of this kind of surveillance is the naming of the subject as such, 

falling into the representing arena of the other as victimized and disenabled or disabled target for 

the performance of humanitarian act. The target subject engaged with/in the device network 

becomes part of the assemblage while the human and humanitarian montage becomes the art 

piece. The migrant-moving actor- is mobilized for political ends. As an assemblage involving the 

academic institution, technologic scholarship, NGO´s aid and governmental apprehension, the 

humanitarian advocacy tends to territorialize identity, producing a “rights-bearing suffering 

                                                        
39 Ibid. 
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subject” (Allen 162) and a “wounded attachment” (Brown). In recent years, representational 

politics, which mobilizes around such “identities”, have been subject to extensive critique (Puar, 

“I would rather be cyborg”). On the other side, the identification of the targets and the public 

disclosure of data open up a road to a double state surveillance.  The prosthetic impulse of TBT 

as an object mediatizes the relationship between rights giver and receiver. In this sense it 

switches on a long-distance controlled apparatus for the “touch” of the other. It also has its 

pharmaceutical sterilized connotations, since there is no bodily contact and instead technology 

plays the role of body organ. The body of the other is problematically conceived as non-organic 

(body without organs), that can apprehend and disregard the prosthetic member, as well as any 

member of its body. The political consequence of these affects starts when bodies of certain 

subjects are regarded as disposable. 

 As a final remark and following these affective implications, it may be worthwhile to re-

think the idea  that virtual borders extend the government of mobility beyond the scope of border 

physicality, under the excuse of fighting the war on terror, but, as Amoore puts it, “into domains 

that regulate multiple aspects of daily life…the crossing of a physical territorial border is only 

one border crossing in a limitless series of  journeys that traverse and inscribe the boundaries of 

safe/dangerous, civil/uncivil, legitimate traveller/illegal migrant” (338) Beyond the virtual border 

then, there is what Didier Bigo (in Albert and Jackobson , 2001) labels “möbious ribbon” or the 

internal and external workings of security, such that “internal and external security become 

embedded in the figure of the ‘enemy within’, of the outsider inside, increasingly labeled with 

the catchphrase ‘‘immigrant’.” (112) Bigo sees security as a kind of governmentality that 

combines Foucauldian “technological sophistication with the old disciplines of the body” (112.) 

The defense of society then becomes less relevant for the workings of biopolitics, and instead, 
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immigration and the terrorist threat come together as “scenes from everyday life [that] are 

politicized, because day-to-day living is securitized”(100). Thus, the governing of mobility 

through virtual and territorial borders is not about a potential terrorist threat that may cross the 

actual border in a post-9/11 world, but more about the ways of distinguishing the safe from the 

contagious and dangerous, that translate into multiple ways of borderizing daily life. TBT is an 

attempt to re-humanize migration in a “more-than-human” way,40 since technology is enabled as 

an actor, in order to revert a de-humanizing ethos. 

Virality 

 In a recent article titled “After Life: De Anima and Unhuman Politics,” Eugene Thacker 

writes, “If our global context of climate change, disasters, pandemics, or complex networks tells 

us anything, it is that political thought today demands a concept of life adequate to its 

anonymous, unhuman dimensions, an unhuman politics, for unhuman life” (40). Thacker’s use of 

the “unhuman”, rather than nonhuman or inhuman, responds to the call of new materialities to 

consider the effects and consequences of always becoming engagements of the human and the 

nonhuman in times when everything has “gone viral”. Zack Blas in the article “Virus, Viral” 

(2012) specifies the difference between virus and viral, where “The viral emphasizes a break, or 

rupture, between fiction and reality that is hazy, fluid, unstable. Imitations of the virus, 

commonly labeled “viral” are more like creative openings into fictions or poetics of the virus. 

These framings of the virus are unhuman, and unhuman politics is a framing for the examination 

of the overlappings, differences, and irreducibilities—mediations—of the virus and the viral” 

(30). 

                                                        
40 Sarah Whatmore in Hybrid Geographies proposes a heterogeneous geographical critique beyond the 
determination of social constructionism, in which social agency involves more than human interactions. 
The author openly aims to constructively build a theoretical commitment to “(de-couple) from the 
subject/object binary such that the material and the social intertwine and interact in all manner of 
promiscuous combinations” (4) 
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 The virus, as Thacker suggests, product of a globalized structure (political security and 

digital control) forces one to reimagine and reorder political action. Political art collectives like 

Electronic Disturbance Theatre, creator of the Transborder Immigrant Tool have used this viral 

principle as a tool for anti-hegemonic activism. If a virus is characterized by its ability to 

replicate and mutate its code with each reproduction, what TBT does, as a Global Positioning 

System is to copy the location and hack the codes of Border Patrol viral occupancy of the 

territory and add a mutation to serve as an antibody. In this sense, as it is argued in Chapter 3, 

TBT resembles and reassembles the tactics of migrant apprehension, in order to undo its 

geographic power. As Tamara Vukov and Mimi Sheller (2013) say, the production of practices 

of (im)mobility and the effects of bordering—as representations of threat and security—require 

the labor of software developers, infrastructure as much as it is dependent upon the data 

produced by legal travelers and the hidden labor of illegal crossers (225-6). The digitalization of 

contemporary bordering practices into surveillance protocols creates a surveillance assemblage 

that operates by “abstracting human bodies from their territorial settings and separating them into 

a series of discrete flows” (Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard V. Ericson 2000: 206). The creation 

of “data doubles” of individuals and checkpoints that feed databases is not used to increase 

monitoring on the part of Border Patrol but to split the human subject to disable its political 

capacities. TBT mimics these viral-technological strategies of border governance to subvert its 

objectives. In fact, the tool emerged from a research at CALIT2 labs based on the principle of 

“nanotoxicology”, within other principles thought as electronic disturbance and civil 

disobedience. 
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 Coming back to Blas, the Global Positioning System of TBT working as viral becomes a 

“Global Poetic System”, as one of its intellectual authors, Ricardo Domínguez, says in a 2011 

interview with Louis Warren:  

 …we insist we are artists We do want to have a conversation with art. So, we have no 

 anxiety about (speaking) in a loud way. Everybody in this research team are all out-of-

 the-closet artists…We are not activists, we are artists. Out interest is not GPS global 

 positioning systems but global poetic systems” (in Warren, 30) 

Conclusion 

 The mechanics of TBT adds another layer of agency to the virtual geography already 

controlled by state forces as well as by humanitarian appropriations. It does so by directly 

affecting the human body, inaugurating a prosthetics for resistance. The instruments for migrant 

apprehension, such as the GPS devices used by Border Patrol - which copy the location of 

hydration points where migrants recur - work in a prosthetic manner. This same technology is 

resembled by TBT, in that it copies the location of such navigation tools for apprehension, as an 

act of re-assembling the relations of power. 

 In this scenario the TBT object reverses governmental machinery for surveillance 

conceived as removal. On the other hand, it claims such a territory as an accessible landscape 

through the agency of technology. By allowing identification of threats, it also works as a geo-

informatics and locative media, driving digital-physical convergence, such that it affects and 

pervades the bodies that cross with it and the landscape in several ways, one of them being 

converting the bearer (of the tool and of the human rights) into open digital data. 

 The TBT project brings about the capacity of more-than-human bodies for the recovering 

of a political ability by those who have been deprived from it in the act of crossing the border. 
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Technology can be seen as an attempt for redrawing power over a geography that is affected by 

the action of nature and its political implications. Adding a new agent to the assemblage of a 

securitized landscape, the TBT project brings back humanness to this composition, precisely by 

highlighting a more-than-human instance. The prosthetic character, which spans from the 

technology of the object, mirrors and resists the prosthesis of border control operations. It allows 

us to observe how power is not autonomous, as we see it stocking up from non-human agents, 

including technology and nature. While such non-human powers may have been seen as innocent 

forces of destiny, machines or nature, the agency of objects such as TBT evidences how more-

than-human is contingent to human empowerment. While the border is controlled and securitized 

through technologic practices that graph the geo and the human, electronic disturbance instances 

call for a critical disturbance in order to humanize the conversation on migration and border 

assemblages.  
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CONCLUSION 

Matter of politics 

 The New Materialist facet mapped out by this thesis intends to raise questions about 

biopolitical redistributions of difference through the redistribution of non-human affects. 

Attention to biopolitics and affect complicates the composition and conduct of bodies politic, not 

least by highlighting the significance of corporeality to what/who counts as a political subject. 

On the other hand, it wants to show how the new geographies announced by the modes of 

representation here analyzed, are a way to graph the geo that self-adjudicates the ability to 

redraw the lines between safe/dangerous, of risk/at risk, here/there, in relation to the assemblages 

of the state. 

 The potency of technological objects and more-than-human agents in the fabric of 

political association and social conduct is more or less evident in different contexts, registering 

most forcibly in those moments of ontological disturbance in which the things of everyday life 

become exceptional. The bordering practices to retain movement Northward have become 

exceptional to the law. Among the most powerful of such methods are those environmental 

events that kill, which would have been considered benevolent under otherwise seemingly 

indifferent instances. For instance, since the software of TBT had been developed previously as a 

hiker’s guide application, we can ask the biopolitical question of why does nature keep being 

hazardous for the illegal border crosser and benevolent to the hiker? 

 While such powers may once have been seen as “force of destiny” or “force of nature”, 

the review of cultural objects assembled to the narratives of border control evidence an 

ontological alliance between interests in propensities, affordances and affectivities of more-than-

human phenomena, and contingency of human embodiment on part of the hegemonic ways of 
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power, as well as the instances that claim to contrast it. However such moments of ontological 

awareness help to read this dense structure of assemblages as matter of politics and the politics of 

matter. The proliferation of techno-scientific practices and natural events mediating social life 

becomes a possible subject of political ordering and governance, and consequently open up to 

dissent (Barry, 2002; Latour and Weibel, 2005). In these terms, one can conclude that for 

material culture analysis it is a mistake to posit humanity (culture) as somehow existing apart 

from the world of things (nature); rather, the human comes into being with this world. Such a 

view necessarily challenges how we think about the “stuff” that we consider cultural, 

technological and the bodies that such materials are thought to supplement.  

 In this way, after the actions of nature cultural research practices gain importance in the 

context of material environments, which gradually takes terrain to destabilize the monopoly of 

human agency and human-centered practices of knowledge. This is not to say that human agency 

or politics walk towards its impossibility before the caprices of nature (as some eco-critics and 

ecologists have announced before) but rather, that an onto-politics is at stage, in which the more-

than-human politics is taken into consideration as affective and effective. Bruno Latour called it 

“learning to be affected” and Donna Haraway speaks of as “response-ability”, the kind of 

political and ethical thinking that understands matter of human “and” nonhuman affairs as 

“forceful”. My concern here was with exposing the significance of humanitarian politics of 

representation as these are played out through the materiality of the humans and objects and as it 

relates to the Sonoran desert itself.41 Specifically, my hope remains to find forms of art and 

representational creativity detached from the state sovereign practices but assembling of subjects, 

                                                        
41 Authors such as Andrew Burridge (2010) and Juanita Sundberg (2008, 2011; see also Sundberg and Kaserman, 
2007) have importantly opened up for analysis of the incidence of objects in relation to humanitarism at the border. 
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objects, human and non-human acts and actions, digital and material nets that have been 

employed by state practices to subvert them.  

The maps 

 The Chapter on maps questioned the political significance of humanitarian activism in its 

engagement with nature and death. Through an analysis of the geographical rhetoric these maps 

underpin, the Chapter explored how practices of security that have transformed the desert in a 

political environment for the persecution and extermination of migrants, one that resonates with 

practices of activism through the control of elements of nature. This Chapter advanced the 

argument that the practice of mapping the natural causes of death juxtaposed to the water stations 

that the group installs is visually and narratively problematic, since it renders the landscape as a 

natural source of selection. In the same manner, the provision of water constitutes a selective act, 

in that it splits the value of human life, prioritizing the biological needs of the human over its 

political nature. The attempt to transform water in short supply in the desert as a humanitarian 

performance to provide life demonstrates a conceptual pitfall regarding the category of the 

human. One question that comes to mind when viewing these maps is where is the human? The 

viewer can see death, alarmingly represented in the geography of this border region. The flags of 

help accompany the red dots (representing the hydration stations that the group has installed to 

prevent death by dehydration) and are seen as “life”. They seem to be useless in a losing battle 

against the expanding number of red dots. These virulent dots are depicted as advancing in 

territory, in a metaphoric suggestion that death is “polluting” the body of the land. This visual 

rhetoric assimilates old media efforts for connoting migrants as dirty or “matter out of place,” as 

Mary Douglas says in Purity and Danger, as well as the well-spread popular conviction that 

migration represents a threat of contagiousness (“we will lose identity,” “we will lose our 
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language” “we will lose power over territory” “we will lose out rights as citizens” etc.) Coming 

back to the question of where is the human in the humanitarian, the generalized “mass event” of 

migration (that bleeds and moves in one direction, namely North of the border) confronts the 

unresolvable case of mass death in a political but problematic manner of representation that 

erases the human from humanitarian, reducing it to red dots. For example, Humane Border 

follows the premise of many other activist groups arguing that the defense of life in its “bare” 

condition (to use Agamben concept) has priority over allowing any room for the political being 

of migrant subjects. In this sense, making sure that life is preserved justifies the means and 

decisions on who counts as political, as well as how and where the information is securely been 

released, being their primary interlocutor the forces of Border Patrol and other migrant 

apprehension groups. 

 The humanitarian engagements with the re-composition of a geography through a re-

composition of a certain bodily integrity that involves the personal and the domestic or national 

levels, explores how the NGO constructs a politics of human mobility in parallel to that of 

Homeland Security. In the broad sense it showed how the narratives of the illegal as natural and 

the natural as a fence against the illegal permeates through the every day civil layers in the 

relationship with territory, things and population.  

 Another distinction of human and non-human that this thesis adds to the geo/biopolitical 

tension on sovereignty is done through the understanding of the agencies of matter. From a new 

materialist perspective, this is proposed as way of cultural analysis that gives space to things and 

matter in order to radically re-think culture and the dualisms that had usually influenced our 

(post)modern ordering of the world. These are the separations between nature and culture, matter 

and mind, human and inhuman and all divisions that derive from them (such as binary categories 
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of gender, sex, race, ability etc.). Through this principle of new materialism, the analysis offered 

here assumes a critical position towards these oppositions, how they are produced and 

reproduced in the conception of the migrant and encounters with nature and technology. 

Although attention to the material is not new, new materialism pushes the humanist and 

modernist traditions that have tended to consider the human as the center for knowledge and 

power. Foucault in The Order of Things (1966) had ready announced that man was only “a 

recent invention,” to actually show how the anthropocentric view had distorted our strategies to 

read the real. He stated that bodies and the words that they evoke act only in entanglement with 

one another, and that the human being acts within the actualization and realization of these forces 

of discourse. New materialism takes this further by proposing us to think the real without it being 

represented first in a human-centered kind of knowledge. The human is conceived as embedded 

in an open-ending becoming rather than in a pre-given category. It invites to recognize the more-

than-human constitution of people, places and things. In considering the humanitarian in relation 

to the natural elements and the affect of thirst that causes the body to become weak or die, I 

sought to unpack the strategies of Humane Borders in the process of re-humanization by means 

of the action of non-human forces, the same forces that by their presence or absence are used to 

control mobility, life and death at the border. 

  Deriving from the matter-oriented perspective that this thesis has adopted, Chapter One 

analyses the rhetoric of death at the desert as one of contagion. With post-NAFTA denigrating 

representations of the migrant body, the maps reflect on a viral politics of a state practice. The 

viral character of death these maps represent can be compared to other epidemiological 

representations of security, especially related to the health of the nation. The Border Patrol’s 

character of “rescuers” instead of preventing the dangerousness of the desert environment aims 
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to prevent migration and resonates with preventive discourses of epidemics that alarm the 

citizenry about the dangers of contact with the strangers and the strange.  

 Bodies of (undocumented) migrants that cross and die in the landscape of the national 

desert are seen as parasitic and infectious. Moreover, their bodies as decomposing matter being 

buried by the wind and dust are imagined as composing a natural cemetery. This suggests a viral 

politics, from which it is possible to see how death keeps dispersing in territory as if they were 

biological viruses that replicate on the body that hosts them. From here, there is a paradoxical 

relationship of the migrants to the entities and systems that provide for their very spread: 

migrants become a tractable body of cheap labor, yet they are seen as destroying.  

 The focus here is not to suggest that Humane Borders or any humanitarian action that 

struggles to save migrants from death cease and desist. Rather it is to show how some attempts to 

re-humanize the discussion on immigration and the logic of enforcement can involve problematic 

reproduction of a state racism. Rather than viewing viruses as alien others, infiltrating systems 

from the outside, we might consider the virus’s ability to bring to light aspects of discord 

inherent in the landscapes and networks in which they thrive. Alongside repeated fears of 

different viral attacks, the repetition of death at the border produces an infectious focus of fear 

and distrust of others, as it calls for maintenance of an antivirus security system. 

The tool 

 The Transborder Immigrant Tool by the Electronic Disturbance Theatre Collective is an 

attempt to unbalance the subjacent metaphysics that underlies the division human/non-human. Its 

political drive lies in the capacity of the tool to undermine hierarchies of power over knowledge. 

From the bi-dimensional nature of the map to the multidimensional access to a virtual GPS, the 

migrant is confronted with the materiality of its own subjectivity/objectivity, since the tool is 
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designed to interact with the body in all stages of territorial border crossing. First, it puts in play 

the relation of the body with territory as it contests the geopolitical imaginaries of landscape, 

which has drawn migrants (or any marginal others) as already dead to society. Second, it creates 

a relationship to the representation in GPS format, which also depicts the points of hydration and 

Border Patrol’s “rescue”, but doesn’t assume a pre-designed path to follow. It doesn’t 

presuppose that the migrant walks towards a supposed salvation, but instead it just equips the 

person with cartographic information. It is, in sum, a tool that alerts the person who crosses the 

desert of natural resources, possible interceptors and technology for apprehension, knowing that 

water points are also points that are patrolled and are also points of death. It connects the walking 

creative human to an object to walk with; the relation to the object itself sensitizes the correlation 

between human and non-human in a prosthetic way. The prosthetic character of TBT reinforces a 

concept of the body as affective and malleable. The tool only reaches its objective when it counts 

with a user that gives it motion and the human body that uses it acquires a new bodily function. 

This human-technology relation talks about a possible assemblage but also about the fact that 

human identity is disarticulable, as the hand can disregard this or any object. Finally, it measures 

the time since the traveler walks into the hostile environment of the desert in a creative way. This 

function counteracts the countdown clock of death with the addition of new realities.  

 According to Ricardo Domínguez, the tool’s developer, the TBT was created with the 

aim of re-appropriating widely available technology to be used as a form of humanitarian aid. 

The design of a haptic interface-with visual, audio and tactile response- sought to protect the user 

from hostile environment and includes the artivist’s concerns with the safety of the border 

crosser. Domínguez says that the TBT “would not only offer access to this emerging total map 

economy—but, would add an intelligent agent algorithm that would parse out the best routs and 
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trails on that day and hour for immigrants to cross this vertiginous landscape as safely as 

possible”42. The addition of this object to the landscape of the border serves as an intervention of 

the geographical space in that it involves a reordering of the geo-location in ways that it invites 

to reflect upon contingent relationships between technological development and networked 

social and political practices. This way, the object would be an additional layer of information on 

physical space, and would give new shape to the geography, based on the acts of transiting and 

transitioning. As the border-crosser carries the tool, the same kind of data doubling occurs, but 

the virality it embodies as an assemblage of human-nature-technology seeks to constitute a more 

“distributed agency” (Bennet, 2010). The TBT as a project sought to mediate between the harsh 

landscape, the human crosser and the informatics at play. As shown in Chapter 1, it in fact 

exposes the border landscape as a techno-apparatus for control of mobility, in its aim to 

redistribute the dynamics of knowledge and power. 

The text 

 In 2666 the Sonoran Desert is figured as a land that is vast, isolated, however it is filled 

with an emotional charge (436). It can be felt as danger and as a void. The desert landscape 

works as that vast and empty geographical and semantic figure signifying that the border is all 

too palpable as an affect (as the quote above it can even be “smelled” as danger) The fact that the 

void experienced escapes the word, opens a space for an affective reading that is beyond the 

representation of language, and reveals the insufficiency of literature (and other forms of 

representation) in the light of the imminent horror of massive death. This landscape, as used in 

the literary proposal of 2666 reflects the structural Bolaño’s tactics. A centrifugal structure that 

links several stories instead of centralizing the plot complicates the narration and complicates the 

                                                        
42 See: http://bang.transreal.org/transborder-immigrant-tool/  



 Johannes 148

reading. Several examples, as shown in Chapter 2 help understand that the complication is not 

fortuitous, but it’s Bolaño’s way to hint the reader about parallel layers of signification. The plot, 

from the first chapter of the book, announces the decentralization and aimlessness that is 

characteristic of the rest of the novel At first, 2666 presents as a kind of detective fiction, where 

the characters don’t find who they search for and instead find subsequent interrogations that 

detour the attention of the reader. Soon as readers we learn that the detective is posed as a 

metatextual critique of a supposed integrity of a novel and a to the sense making in literature in 

general.  

 2666 ‘s ambitious nature is less an attempt at ordering the world than to deconstruct it. 

Even under a flawless appearance of restoring the social order, it will always open up other 

layers of reading discomfort. If the main characteristic of the “maximalist novel”, according to 

Stefano Ercolino (2014) is geometrical, temporal and conceptual completeness (78), the 

structural practice of 2666 will lead to a sense of circularity, which deceptively doesn’t close any 

cycles. Geographically, it unfolds transnationally, from European metropolises to the Sonoran 

Desert and from the United States to the Sonoran Desert. Temporarily, it spans from prewar, 

wartime and postwar Germany to return once again to contemporary Border region of Mexico. 

According to Ercolino, this circularity is “a fascinating example of the stateless narrative that 

seems to speak directly to the world, without regard to any particular national context or 

belonging” (84-85) But, does this way of arranging the literary universe constitute a world? Or 

does it instead evoke what Jean-Luc Nancy (2007) calls an “enclosure in the undifferentiated 

sphere of a unitotality” (28), that is to say, a totality in which all difference has been subsumed 

under a logic of equivalence, and all gaps and absences have been uselessly filled, with no 

possibility for anything truly new? Are the inequities of ciudad Juárez represented in the novel 
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for instance, a representation of a truth of the world? Or is it an attest to the unworlding of the 

world ruled by the Boom, in a time when all venues of representation are exhausted with 

simulacra and subsumed within global capital? Moreover, Is this transversality an attempt to 

disidentify and make a stateless narrative as Ercolino suggests, or is it a consequence of a 

worldliness that made invisible or ungraspable the ordering principles of contemporary world in 

times of invisible horror? These are questions left for the reader to answer. 

Border Studies 

 The elements of the Sonoran Desert experienced as environmental hazards that provoke 

death open up a new materialist moment for Border studies: one in which everyday negotiations 

and political events reconstruct the potency on life itself. Such negotiations and events bear 

witness to the force of all manners of powers – including the power of bodies, technology, and 

cartographic narratives, among others. The affective charge that these bodies maintain registers 

heterogeneous assemblages emergent in and as the practice of bordering. As a politics for human 

mobility, the humanitarian aid of Human Borders involves an element of nature that is scarce in 

the desert as a way of re-humanizing the human. Water as a giver of life plays biopolitically with 

the value of life in general and human life in particular. In relation to such agencies, the art and 

hack activism of the Transborder Immigrant Tool project seeks to help humans overcome the 

biopolitical restrictions that map and strip the subject of political capacities. The literary object 

becomes a way of interrogating the discursive impositions of the status of death at the border. It 

does so through a discursive object that serves as a meta-text that questions the status of all 

representational instances that produce and reproduce dichotomist knowledge. Affects can in fact 

be embodied in the practice of reading through the experience of Literature and that Literature 

emerges as an object with its own agency and its own intensities. 
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 Following theoretical trends that seek to contest Universalist assumptions of the subject 

this thesis has argued that the border zone that separates the U.S. and the rest of the continent is a 

site of capitalization of political interests, which cannot be separated from the border zone as a 

site of cultural production. Such connections happen in discursive as well as material ways. In 

acknowledging that the human is not independent from material objects and landscapes that it 

encounters, this work offered an opening for the ongoing conversation on border issues and 

cultural studies, considering any social field or cultural action as an assemblage of human and 

non-human forces. 
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FIGURE 1: Humane Borders’ Map of Recorded Migrant deaths 1999-2013 

i.1 
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FIGURE 2: Humane Borders’ Map with Information for Migrants  
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FIGURE 3: “Illegal Immigrants Crossing” Caution Sign 

 

FIGURE 4: Dangers of the Desert Warning Sign 
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FIGURE 5: Transborder Immigrant Tool
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