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In this paper, which will move only rather belatedly towards Mexico, I want to begin 
by outlining some examples of the cyborg, which may be defined as a field within 
which the boundary between the cybernetic and the organic becomes blurred or 
collapses altogether. The major cultural theorist of the cyborg is, of course, Donna 
Haraway, and I will start with a quotation from her ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ of 1991: 
 
     My cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and  
     dangerous possibilities which progressive people might explore as one part  
     of needed political work. … From one perspective, a cyborg world is about  
     the final imposition of a grid of control on the planet, about the final  
     abstraction embodied in a Star Wars apocalypse waged in the name of  
     defence, and the final appropriation of women’s bodies in a masculinist  
     orgy of war. From another perspective, a cyborg world might be about lived  
     social and bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship 
     with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and  
     contradictory standpoints. The political struggle is to see from both 
     perspectives at once because each reveals both dominations and possibilities  
     unimaginable from the other vantage point. … Cyborg unities are monstrous  
     and illegitimate: in our present political circumstances, we could hardly hope  
     for more potent myths about resistance and recoupling. 
 
So the cyborg, this emblematic conjunction of the human and the machine, for 
Haraway signals a dual set of possibilities: on the one hand, it signifies the frightening 
possibility of a final dehumanisation in the service of an ever widening state power; 
on the other, it simultaneously embodies the possibility of resistance to that power 
through an expansion of the realm of the human, or the semi-human. Becoming part 
of a cyborg might entail a fatal loss of individual control; but consciousness of what 
we might call the cyborgisation of the world might, on the other hand, allow ‘the 
people’ to take over and use technical power free from the constraints of earlier 
regimes of the human. One has only to think of the arguments which have now raged 
for many years about whether the internet is, following its military origins, an 
instrument of state control, or whether it is capable of becoming a force for social and 
individual liberation, in order to see the field of debate writ large. 
 
It is worth noticing that the emergence of the cyborg is at all points connected with 
fantasy. Fantasy, whether we define it psychologically, culturally or narratologically, 
is to do with desire: it is to do with the remaking of worlds which are perceived as 
more or less radically unsatisfactory. It is to do with imagining new possibilities, with 
the willing away of constraints, whether those constraints be mental and to do with the 
sheer limitations of the individual human brain, or physical and to do with the 
transcendence of sickness and death, or with the incarnation of a perfected human 
body which is a model of strength, longevity and internal harmony. Gothic examples, 
including cardinally that of Frankenstein, are never far away. 
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Let me take some examples of the realm of the cyborg. My first is a meeting. The 
characters in this little drama are Kelsey, Zona and Chia. The meeting is described as 
follows: 
 
     They met in a jungle clearing. 
          Kelsey had done the vegetation: big bright Rousseau leaves, cartoon  
     orchids flecked with her idea of tropical colours (which reminded Chia of  
     that mall chain that sold ‘organic’ cosmetic products in shades utterly  
     unknown to nature). Zona, the only one telepresent who’d ever seen anything  
     like a real jungle, had done the audio, providing birdcalls, invisible but  
     realistically dopplering bugs, and the odd vegetational rustle artfully  
     suggesting not snakes but some shy furry thing, soft-pawed and curious. 
          The light, such as there was, filtered down through high, green canopies, 
     entirely too Disneyesque for Chia – although there was no real need for  
     ‘light’ in a place that consisted of nothing else. 
 
The clue, of course, is in the word ‘telepresent’ (literally an oxymoron: ‘present at a 
distance’): this is no real place, but purely a cyborg construct, a simulacrum of an 
organic environment. The ‘characters’ are not really ‘there’: they are represented, as it 
were, like avatars in a computer game, by projected versions of themselves which 
they can tailor at will to the environment. This, obviously, is in one sense a fantasised 
extension of teleconferencing. It is interesting, however, that mention is made of one 
of the corporate drivers behind this development, namely the cosmetics industry – to 
which I shall return. 
 
Is this fantasy; is it ‘real’, whatever ‘real’ might mean? Well, it is of course fantasy; 
it’s a passage from a novel by the master of cyber-fiction William Gibson, best known 
as the author of Neuromancer, although this is from another book of his, Idoru, 
published in 1996. Here the desire, one might say, is for a ‘freed’ environment, one 
that one can invent at will, and within which one can in turn ‘present’ oneself as 
anything one likes, unconstrained by the realities of the physical body, the ‘meat’ as 
Gibson calls it here and elsewhere. There is no body present on this scenario to let you 
down, no reminder of the everyday world of colds, bad backs, hangovers: in this 
realm we can present as if we were perfect, become the full object of our own desires 
and of those of others. 
 
Another fantasy scenario: 
 
     A Florida-based technology firm Applied Digital Solutions (ADS)  
     announces VeriChip. This tiny, rice-grain sized implantable microchip 
     catches the attention of a young computer-whiz, Derek Jacobs. His father  
     has been the victim of some serious bad luck – a nasty car wreck,  
     debilitating spinal injuries. Derek, a 13-year-old certified Microsoft systems  
     engineer, sees the future in the sub-dermal radio frequency device or RIFD.  
     His father would be connected to his medical records. Derek would get to  
     be a cyborg. He convinces his family to volunteer for implantation and they  
     are accepted. The FDA approves testing. In May 2002, the Jacobs are  
     chipped on national television and afterwards treated to a catered brunch,  
     invitation only, with key inventor Keith Bolton, head of the VeriChip  
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     division, who refers to them as ‘the Chipsons’ and then copyrights the name. 
 
But it doesn’t end there: 
 
     Conrad Chase, owner of the Baja Beach Club in Barcelona, Spain, offers to  
     chip his customers at 125 Euros a pop. … It is very cheap: no need to bother  
     with ID or cash or credit card offers, with just the wave of a wand,  
     unrestricted access to the VIP lounge. 
 
So this technology (developed, yes, by a thirteen-year-old) can, we are told, convert 
the human into a cyborg: all the individual’s actions will be monitored and known, not 
by the external possession of an ID card (a prospect which, in the UK, now seems in 
any case increasingly remote), but by a tiny machine which is fully integrated with the 
body. And this rapidly descends from the realm of hi-tech, becomes the kind of thing 
you can have done at any beach resort. No longer is there any danger of being lost; no 
longer the fear of being overtaken by sickness or accident when far from home. 
Indeed, the very notion of ‘home’ comes to seem irrelevant: home is, as it were, 
where the chip is, perpetually beaming out location and activity, pinpointing the 
individual on a computerised map of the planet. 
 
Is this fantasy? No, indeed it is not: every word is taken from press releases; although 
it’s interesting to note that one of the essays that refers to these processes is headed 
‘The Mark of the Beast’, which takes us right back through previous generations of 
the Gothic and to all manner of earlier, perhaps Victorian or Edwardian, dealings with 
the beast and the monstrous. You might also be interested to know that in 2004 the 
US government set aside $139m for research and development in order to work on 
VeriChip for medical use. Certainly the VeriChip cannot promise immortality; but it 
can protect the body from sudden and unwanted events by making it easy to trace, by 
endowing the human frame with a permanent internal alarm system hooked up to an 
ever-widening net of receptors, so that the individual becomes what the corporate 
world has arguably always wanted it to be, a nodal point on a total systemic grid, with 
all unpredictability, all secrecy purged away. If the driver for Gibson’s tele-scenario 
was in part the cosmetics industry, here it might be that it is the health industry, worth, 
of course, in the US huge sums of money; and the savings which might accrue to the 
world of insurance would also come into the picture as we think, as we have to, about 
what drives these changes and hence which lines of fantasy are projected into an 
attainable present and future. 
 
A third example: 
 
     Somewhere down the hill from the Sunset Metro exit he passed a man  
     watering his lawn, a rectangle perhaps twice the size of a pooltable, 
     illuminated by the medicinal glow of a nearby streetlight. Laney saw the 
     water beading on the perfectly even blades of bright green plastic. The  
     plastic lawn was fenced back from the street with welded steel, upright  
     prison bars supporting bright untarnished coils of razor-wire. The man’s  
     house was scarcely larger than his glittering lawn; a survival from the days 
     when this slope to the hills had been covered with bungalows and arbours. 
     There were others like it, tucked between the balconied, carefully varied  
     faces of condos and apartment complexes, tiny properties dating from  
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     before the area’s incorporation into the city. There was a hint of oranges  
     in the air, but he couldn’t see them. 
          The waterer looked up, and Laney saw that he was blind, eyes hidden  
     by the black lozenges of video units coupled directly to the optic nerve. 
     You never knew when they were watching. 
 
Yes, this of course is Gibson’s Idoru again, but what it says about fantasy and 
technology remains significant. In one sense, the figure here is being shown as a relic 
from a past world, a world before, we are told, the takeover of the condos and 
apartment complexes; in this sense, we might say that what we have here is a fantasy 
of survival despite technological encroachment. Yet much of what is then said 
undermines that. The grass is plastic; the house and garden are surrounded by what 
appear to be prison fences, topped with razor-wire – is this to keep the forces of 
development out of this enclave of survival, or is it that the man himself is in some 
sense in prison, sequestered away from the future? His activity, watering a plastic 
lawn, is surely pointless; yet perhaps this is the very fact that keeps him alive or afloat 
in the cyberworld. At any event, he is deeply plugged into that world, The last 
sentences are deeply ambiguous: he may be blind in an organic sense – or, indeed, he 
may not, we have only the narrator’s word for it – but he is certainly not blind in a 
cyber-sense: his eyes have been replaced by video-units, but again, whether this gives 
him power or removes it from him remains uncertain. Is he being watched, or is he 
watching? Perhaps when the development of the cyborg has gone as far as this, such 
that whole senses can be replaced by their technological equivalents, there is no 
longer any way of knowing; perhaps the entire relation between the individual and the 
environment has been so radically altered that there this is no clear ‘I’ to act as a 
fulcrum. And here, of course, lies a crucial point about the cyborg. For the cyborg 
may be capable of developing and providing new senses; but what we cannot say is 
that the self who receives the benefits of those changes will any longer be 
recognisable. Traditional fantasy, in its Gothic and other forms, has dealt in gifts, 
benisons, advantages – the elixir of youth, the philosopher’s stone, the gift of 
immortality – but on the whole it has believed that, at root, there is an identifiable self 
which can profit from these gifts and remain in some sense intact, it has accepted and 
perpetuated the myth of an indestructible self. The realm of the cyborg puts a 
fundamental question to this entire structure: what happens when the gift is so 
overwhelming that the self vanishes, is taken up into a larger, wider whole – what 
would subjectivity be like for a cyborg, which no longer answers to a simple 
definition of what it is to be human but has to live, move and have its being in a 
different realm? What would it be like if the fulfilment of our fantasies were to imply 
that we were so fundamentally changed that no comparison were possible between 
our previous and our present state, if we were to have moved entirely into a place 
where we are compounded of the organic and the machinic, no longer differentiated, 
answering to two different, perhaps incompatible sets of gods, unable to remember 
what our desires even were before they came to this ambiguous fulfilment? 
 
However: a fourth example, a list of cyborg innovations: 
 

1) The ‘Brain Interface Programme’ aims at developing ways to integrate  
      soldiers into their machines - literally – by wiring them (remotely or  
      directly) to their planes, tanks, or computers. An implantable brain chip  
      is now under development, which has already demonstrated how rats  



Copyright, Professor David Punter, Bristol University 

      can be turned into living robots through the manipulation of stimulus- 
      response signals in the brain via electrodes. 
2) The ‘Persistence in Combat Programme’ is a self-treatment scheme  

           which would induce pain-reducing and blood-stopping devices and 
           techniques soldiers would apply to their own wounds – even moderately  
           severe ones – thereby bypassing the need for a medic and enabling a  
           soldier to keep fighting. 

3) The ‘Continuous Assisted Performance Programme’ hopes to find  
      biotechnological ways (implants, metabolic manipulation, etc) to make  
      it possible to push exhausted soldiers on without loss of performance  
      for up to seven days without sleep. 
 
The stuff of fantasy, of course: direct cyborg construction, the solution to 
battlefield dangers, the conquest of sleep. And yet, as you may well by now 
suspect, these are not fantasies at all: these are all programmes currently ongoing 
and fully funded, and being carried forward by DARPA, the US Defence 
Advanced Research Projects Agency. There are many things which could be said 
about the ethical implications of such programmes, on behalf of the humans who 
will be their supposed beneficiaries, and also on behalf of the thousands of animals 
who provide, after the manner of The Island of Doctor Moreau, the bodies 
regarded as necessary for the early experimental stages of development, but that 
ethical dimension is not my concern here. Rather, I would want to make two 
different points. The first is to do with the drivers for this kind of cyborg 
manufacture. I have already mentioned the cosmetics industry (which pours 
millions of pounds of research and development funding into fulfilling fantasies of 
the aesthetically perfected body) and the health industry (which pours even more 
money into trying to sell us self-healing devices in order to avoid the financial 
strain which ill-health and disease places on the state). I have not even mentioned 
the separate but related pharmaceutical industry; those of you who may have read 
or seen John LeCarré’s The Constant Gardener will be under no illusions about the 
complexity of its relations to the cyborg. But here, with DARPA, we come across 
the most powerful driver of all, as we might well expect, the military. 
 
And so we confront a paradox, and it is my belief that it more or less completely 
undermines Haraway’s apparently measured and balanced take on the cyborg. For 
the cyborg is indeed the fulfilment of our fantasies: it frees us from constraints of 
time, it relegates the merely physical to an interruption in a greater, wider life, it 
promises to alleviate all manner of sicknesses endemic to the human condition. But 
the question is: what is driving these developments? What is promising us the 
fulfilment of fantasy, even if that involves torturing the human and animal body? 
 
There is a novel by Stephen King, which you may know, called Needful Things – 
one of his best, I think. In it, a thinly disguised devil-figure comes to a small 
American town and sets up a shop. It seems he is able to fulfil everybody’s 
fantasy: whatever people want, he has it in stock. The only trouble is that the 
things that people want become, under his malign influence – or perhaps it is 
simply a reflection of the innermost of their own dreams – increasingly horrible. 
By the end of the book, he needs to have only one product in his little shop of 
horrors, and the inhabitants of the town have decided that it is the only product 
they need to fulfil and live out their fantasies: guns. 
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With a deadly weapon in hand, as we know from so many recent films, everybody 
can become their own cyborg: we can live out our own violent fantasies in a 
dehumanised realm where there is no longer an irreducible core to each living 
individual. In the end, the fear would be, it is the weaponry and the military who 
are in the driving seat. What does this tell us about fantasy? Well, of course fantasy 
is a necessary and ineradicable part of life, and it can represent our highest 
aspirations, our hopes and dreams of a better future; but perhaps we would be wise 
to keep constantly in mind that when somebody comes along and says, like the 
genie coming out of the bottle, that he can fulfil those fantasies with the wave of a 
magic technological wand, we had better look closely at what he is offering; and 
even more closely at  in whose pay he might turn out to be. The fulfilment of 
fantasy, and especially of fantasy which offers to allow us to transcend the human, 
may never come without a certain price to pay. 
 
And one of the places where that price is being paid is in Mexico. Let us first 
consider the border between Mexico and the US; a long, wide open border which 
occasions horror in those whose role it is to police the boundaries of the nation 
state. I quote from a long letter by Robin Locke Monda, understandably rejected 
by the New York Times a couple of months ago and subsequently posted on the 
web: 
 
     A cyborgian approach to the southern border problem would be to look 
     at the United States and Mexico as an inter-locked, inter-national body. 
     At the risk of over-simplification let’s posit – on the basis of its  
     technological underpinnings -  that the United States is the ‘machine’  
     portion of this body. On the basis of Mexico’s predominantly  
     agricultural society, let us consider it the ‘biological’ portion. The  
     resulting cyborg would appear to be lopsided because of America’s  
     technological hyper development, corporate reach and monstrous  
     economic power. Mexico would seem to be the weaker aspect of this  
     hypothetical cyborg organism. 
 
‘The U.S.-Mexico inter-state’, Monda goes on to say, ‘is a functioning amalgam of 
contradictory and incompatible realities’, a point to which I shall return. What is 
interesting, of course, is the complexity of the Mexican situation in relation to this 
monstrous cyborg. All along the border, small Mexican businesses and sweatshops 
are churning out chips and wires, providing the basic techno-infrastructure which 
feeds the insatiable maw of the US-based corporate effort. But more than this: 
northern Mexico is also the test-bed for the functionality of new generations of 
chips. Poverty induces thousands of Mexicans to offer up their arms (and here I 
mean organic arms, not weaponry) for only partially tested chipping, carrying 
dormant 16-digit codes which are supposed to be brought to life by proprietary 
scanners located in hospitals and other institutions. The chips are, of course, 
supplied by a US-owned (though Mexico-based) company, Solusat. It goes farther: 
we learned not long ago that the Mexican attorney-general, in an apparent effort to 
avoid or detect corruption, had submitted himself for sub-dermal implant, along 
with 160 members of his staff. I can find no evidence that these staff members 
were consulted about this process. 
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But again, of course, reality crosses with fantasy. Fritz Leiber’s 1969 novel A 

Spectre is Haunting Texas (the title of which is, perhaps surprisingly, not a direct 
reference to George W. Bush), posits a world of the Texas/Mexico border where 
Mexican labourers are routinely required to wear a cyborg collar, allowing them to 
be controlled remotely. Here is a typical passage: 
 
     Moving about thrice as fast and in numbers a decimal order greater [than  
     the US workers] were the Mexicans, all of identical bent-back height and  
     almost all afoot. About sixty percent wore the metal collars and antennae,  
     and these were all furiously busy at various construction and  
     deconstruction jobs; half of our street was torn up, buildings were being  
     dismantled, great masts reared, great holes dug. I even thought at first  
     that the collared workers could walk up walls – until I noted that those on  
     vertical surfaces were supported by slim wires, which they swiftly  
     climbed or down-climbed. 
 
I am not certain whether the fact that the jobs on which these Mexican techno-
slaves are engaged involve both ‘construction’ and ‘deconstruction’ constitutes a 
comment on advanced critical theory; what is clear that the vision of Mexico as a 
continuing demolition zone tallies remarkably with a later vision of Mexico City, 
in a short story by the great Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes. The story is called 
‘Reasonable People’, and it can be found in Fuentes’ collection of stories 
Constancia and Other Stories for Virgins, on which I have written before It 
features two architect brothers, attempting to construct an urban garden amid the 
wreckage of central Mexico City, where every attempt to dig into the ground 
below the city constitutes yet another encounter with the traces of past histories, 
frustrating and halting the work while a series of encounters with the remains need 
to be explored, in a milieu where competing claims over the reality of Catholic 
visions of the undead have to be settled in some way before any actual labour of 
construction can proceed. 
 
     The approach to the Lincoln [restaurant] had become an obstacle  
     course, thanks to the never-ending construction on Revillagigedo,  
     Luis Moya, Marroquí, and Articulo 123, the streets around it. The  
     Federal Attorney’s office [is this the chipped federal attorney, or an  
     unchipped and thus in some sense lost predecessor?], the site of the  
     old Naval Ministry, several popular movie houses, and a real jungle  
     of businesses, garages, hardware stores, and used-car lots made that  
     part of the city look like a metallic mountain range: twisted, tortured, 
     rough, rusty; several stages in the life of steel were exposed there,  
     like the entrails of an iron-age animal – literal, emblematic – they  
     were bursting out, exposing themselves and revealing their age, the  
     age of the beast, the geology of the city. 
 
So the vision here is of a city of ruins, and indeed this is precisely how the 
brothers’ mentor, the Scottish/Mexican architect Santiago Ferguson, wants the city 
to be viewed; this is its weird trajectory towards the future. ‘What we must do, 
immediately - he said – is see the modern as a ruin. That’s what it would take to 
make it perfect … The ruin is architecture’s eternity’. 
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In this company, I’m sure I don’t need to emphasise how this notion of the ruin as 
the ineradicable foundation of the future relates to the imagination of the Gothic, 
from Volney onwards; at the same time, however, and particularly in the Mexican 
context, we have to notice how the possibility of building and designing, of finding 
a solid ground on which to begin, or re-begin, a new structuring of the city or the 
state, founders amid a plethora of unresolved issues to do with the past, with that 
extraordinary, singular past which is Mexico’s, a past compounded of the traces of 
the indigene, of conquest, of the feudal, of successive dictatorial tyrannies (which 
perhaps after all cannot quite be blamed for trying to bring some semblance of 
order from chaos). Perhaps the major commentator on this Mexican past remains 
Octavio Paz, although his The Labyrinth of Solitude: Life and Thought in Mexico 
was first published forty-five years ago. 
 
For, because of the violence and also the ambiguity of this history, according to 
Paz the Mexican has a peculiar acquaintance with horror. We can see this, of 
course, most vividly in the mass of horror film and video which comes out of 
Mexico to alarm and occasionally revolt us all; but I have no space to deal with 
that here. When I say the ‘ambiguity’ of Mexican history, I refer of course to the 
emblematic moment when the emperor Montezuma, hearing of the arrival of the 
Spaniards but agonisingly misinterpreting the moment of conquest for a moment of 
liberation, motivated as he appears to have been by an enduring guilt over his own 
dynasty’s displacement of Mexico’s older gods, decides to lay down his arms and 
welcome the conquistadores to the city, a decision followed by probably one of the 
greatest mass slaughters in history. As a foundational myth for a modern state, this 
probably doesn’t have much to be said for it; as an issue of origin in a bloodbath, it 
may say a great deal about horror in the Mexican context. Paz looks at it this way 
(and I should say before quoting Paz that he shows occasional, spasmodic and 
painful awareness that his attempt to delineate a specifically ‘Mexican’ 
consciousness runs a constant risk of what we have, rather later, learned to name 
and fear as ‘cultural essentialism’): 
 
     One of the most notable traits of the Mexican’s character is his  
     willingness to contemplate horror: he is even familiar and complacent in  
     his dealings with it. The bloody Christs in our village churches, the  
     macabre humour in some of our newspaper headlines, our wakes, the  
     custom of eating skull-shaped cakes and candies on the Day of the Dead, 
     are habits inherited from the Indians and the Spaniards and are now an  
     inseparable part of our being. 
 
Horror, perhaps, as a kind of grotesque comedy; a Kierkegaardian sense that the 
dreadful has already happened. After the violent destruction of civilisations, of 
whole cities larger than any known in Europe at the time of the conquest, what 
would it mean to have a dermal implant? What would it mean to be living and 
working among ruins, to confront the possibility that there may be no escape from 
the power of the Other? 
 
And within this set of myths, within this Gothic edifice of constraint, within what 
Paz calls the ‘labyrinth of solitude’, which we may also construe as the constant, 
irresolvable replaying of past trauma, there is a further factor to be considered: 
betrayal. In the writing and rewriting of Mexican history, betrayal focuses on the 
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person of the Mexican woman who became Cortes’ lover and his interpreter, 
whose story has most recently been rewritten by Laura Esquivel in her novel 
Malinche, first published last year. According to Esquivel – and to other 
commentators fictional and factual – Mexico still lives amid uncertainties as to 
exactly what these early acts of interpretation, or translation, may have amounted 
to. Did the woman who was first known as Malinalli correctly divine Cortes’ 
intentions and refuse to pass them on to the emperor? Did she truly believe that 
perhaps the Spaniards were the reincarnations of the older, displaced gods? How 
can one ever know? The languages in which the failed negotiations were carried 
out were mutually untranslatable; Malinalli, in any case, probably only used words 
as secondary instruments – her main means of thought were via pictures, codexes, 
and thus Esquivel’s novel is interspersed with an ongoing sequence of Mexican 
hieroglyphics. The last visual image but one in the text (before what I have to say 
is a disappointingly sentimental conclusion) is a sheet entirely covered with 
representations of skulls. Within the chapter which the image prefaces, Malinalli 
has a dream: a dream about the end of Montezuma’s empire, about the sacking of 
great cities, about the abolition of a culture. But: 
 
     It did no good to open her eyes. The nightmare continued. Malinalli  
     walked without walking, saw without seeing, spoke without speaking,  
     was there and not there. She lived through the dramatic events of the  
     killings without having seen them, heard them, or registered them in  
     her memory. She had no space in her mind for the present because the  
     images of the past, images of horror, took up all the room. 
 
‘No space in her mind for the present’: the scenario here is one where a traumatic 
past has taken up all the available space but where, perhaps worse, there has been 
an unspeakable collusion with the violence of that past. The human has been 
replaced by a repeating machine, the possibility of freedom and choice by an 
enslavement to a cycle of events which can neither be undone nor lived with. 
 
Paz makes much in The Labyrinth of Solitude of the post-war cult of the pachuco: 
gangs of young Mexican men, exiled or perhaps self-exiled to the southern United 
States, whose behaviour seeks to replicate the very fact of exile, of having no 
origin, of enacting the fate of the outcast. Under such circumstances, Paz says, it is 
not that the self gives up and dies: rather that he enacts a radical yet hopeless 
renovation, as a hollow being whose only attributes function at the level of style 
rather than substance. The pachuco is all style: padded shoulders, skinny jeans, 
boredom and sudden eruptions of violence, the thin glittering knife in the dark, 
endless half-snatches of song, shaded eyes and studded metal. In this urban myth 
there is, so to say, nobody at home: this is the emblem of a cultural emptying in 
which oneself, down the long mythic years, has been complicit, and remains yet 
unwilling to admit or contemplate that complicity. One might as well, one might 
say, accept the chip: no further diminution of freedom from history is possible, and 
yet within this there remains an awareness of a bizarre consanguinity: the feared, 
hated and envied border with prosperity is both real and unreal. Some of you may 
have read Cormac McCarthy’s remarkable novel The Crossing, where, although it 
is ostensibly written in English, much of the speech is in Mexican Spanish, yet this 
turns out to be no obstacle at all to understanding; languages related by blood 
transcend borders while doing nothing to resolve the inequities which those 
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borders sanction. Or, if you have seen the film Brokeback Mountain, you may 
recall the short scene where one of the American protagonists, trying to understand 
his own counter-cultural sexual desires, crosses that fatal border to a Mexican town 
where, of course, everything is for sale or for hire, and you may remember also the 
extraordinary dignity of the Mexican man who is willing to accommodate his 
wishes: not, I thought when seeing the film, as a bought man, or even, perhaps, as 
a homosexual, but as a man of dignity who is nevertheless in a position where 
nothing he can do will diminish his innate understanding of the abjection of the 
Mexican situation. 
 
Of course this riffs on the whole US-sponsored notion of Mexico as a ‘playground 
of the south’, as a place where one can vanish, remake one’s life: to pile on the 
examples, there are also of course the songs of Robert Earl Keen, most notably 
‘Gringo Honeymoon’ (if you haven’t listened to Robert Earl Keen, please do, but 
avoid at all costs the live album; perhaps rather like his fellow-Texan George W. 
Bush, it seems he can’t do it in person). Anyway: to begin to conclude, I’d like to 
return to Laura Esquivel. As you probably know, she is best-known as the author 
of Like Water for Chocolate, a novel published in 1989, translated in 1993, and 
subsequently filmed. It is a remarkable book, with, as it were, a double centre: 
ostensibly a story of complexly requited and unrequited passion, it is also – and 
this, possibly, makes it unique among novels – a cookery book, complete with 
recipes; although to my personal disappointment I found that most of the recipes 
are designed to feed a group of not less than thirty and also require several weeks 
of preparation, so I can’t advise it as a culinary handbook. 
 
However: a question you may well feel entitled to ask by now, given the title and 
nature of this symposium, is it Gothic? Well, I don’t know: I am not at all sure that 
I know what Gothic is any more, and even less sure what ‘global Gothic’ might 
mean, although I’m sure we shall all have a clearer idea by the end of the day. But 
what Like Water for Chocolate is about is, firstly, a haunting by history and, 
secondly, the regular if not constant intrusion of the supernatural into daily life. 
Each dish – and the dishes serve as the introductions to the chapters – relates to a 
moment in ancient festival; but also many of the dishes provoke unforeseen, 
sometimes bacchanalian, consequences. Part of this, of course, is in the grand 
tradition of South American magic realism; the live ghost of Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez is never far away. 
 
But perhaps there is more than this: perhaps a partly hidden discourse of borders 
and boundaries and, indeed, a version of what Fuentes tantalisingly calls ‘stories 
for virgins’. The protagonist’s sister Gertrudis, for example, escapes the terrible 
restrictions of family life in order to ‘work in a bordertown brothel’; an activity on 
which the text does not frown, because the possibility of suffocation can be evaded 
only by the most extreme measures, by a different reduction to servitude which 
nonetheless figures as the only possibility of release. Similarly, in the background 
of the text is the constant presence, even if largely unseen except at one or two 
climactic episodes, of the fighters of the revolution: the whole story is framed by 
the never-ending turmoil of Mexico’s violent politics. 
 
But it is the impact of cooking which provides the novel’s most extraordinary 
moments. For example, the Chabela Wedding Cake produces very strange effects. 
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The protagonist Tita, we hear, ‘was so wrapped up in her own thoughts that she 
didn’t notice that all around her something very strange was taking place. The 
moment they took their first bite of the cake, everyone was flooded with a great 
wave of longing. … the weeping was just the first symptom of a strange 
intoxication – an acute attack of pain and frustration – that seized the guests and 
scattered them across the patio and the grounds and into the bathrooms, all of them 
wailing over lost love’. This, obviously, is happening in the context of a wedding, 
but also in the context of a situation in which the youngest daughter of a family is 
disallowed from marriage, or indeed any other relationship, because she has to stay 
at home to look after her mother: a world of chronic constraint within which 
freedom is represented only a mourning over an impossible past. 
 
So the complex of experiences represented by Esquivel centre, as does so much 
Gothic, on loss and melancholia, on what it feels like to be imprisoned within an 
outmoded regime: a regime, furthermore, which one knows to be outmoded but 
from which, nevertheless, it appears impossible to break free. The ‘labyrinth of 
solitude’ of which Paz speaks is incarnated not only at a cultural level, but also in 
the lives of individuals, who have no means of recourse from an apparently closed 
society. The topos of the border is evident here: not merely the border between 
nation states, which only revolutionary armies can appear to cross at will, but also 
the borders which surround and cut off a family, a village, preventing infiltration 
from the outside but simultaneously representing an impossibility of escape, 
confined, as it were, behind razor wire. 
 
Why does Fuentes refer to his stories as ‘stories for virgins’? Well, partly of course 
it is the intensity of the Mexican Catholic emphasis on the state of grace 
represented by virginity; but it also goes further than this. It touches on the whole 
question of desire and fantasy, on the possibility that the only potential fulfilment 
in a society which is bound by complex and invisible ties to its own past is held in 
a world of narrative – and as such it also expresses a profound if ironic doubt about 
the redemptive possibility of such narrative. Perhaps under these circumstances, 
Fuentes seems to suggest, the relation between the reader and the text is through a 
kind of veil: his stories might suggest possibilities, but to further suggest that they 
might be fulfilled would be excessive. The writer is reduced to cheering people up, 
to encouraging them to make the most of their condition even if there is in fact no 
escape. 
 
Gothic, I suggest, has to do with the impossibility, or extreme difficulty, of escape. 
Paz’s labyrinths are reminiscent of whole series of other labyrinths, from the 
original Gothic through to contemporary novels like Iain Banks’ Song of Stone. 
Where we might usefully think about Mexican Gothic in the context of the global 
would be in the specific reticulations given to this impossibility of escape, of an 
enduring imprisonment which, of course, comes from two sources: from the 
depredations of elements of the ‘outside’ world, but also from the internalisations 
which have resulted from that and which, according to the writers, continue to 
operate in terms of national self-definition. 
 
And so I need to bring this back to the cyborg. Let me therefore conclude by 
describing something of the so-called ‘experiments in ethno-techno art’ recently 
carried out by the performance artists Guillermo Gomez-Pe!a and Roberto 
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Sifuentes. ‘Part of our project’, they say, ‘included a website that featured images 
of our performance characters, along with our first version of an ‘ethnographic 
questionnaire’ asking internet users to share their projections and preconceptions 
about Latinos and indigenous people’. I should explain that this website followed 
itself on from a real-world exhibition at the Diverse Works Gallery in Houston, 
Texas, where the artists displayed themselves as ‘exotic specimens’ from south of 
the border, including ‘the Shame-man’, ‘el Postmodern Zorro’, ‘el Cultural 
Transvestite’ and ‘El Natural Born Asesino’. What was the purpose of this? 
 
     The distance and total anonymity offered by the internet, along with the 
     indirect invitation to discuss sensitive matters of race, sexuality, and 
     identity in an artificially safe environment, provided people with the  
     necessary courage to reveal their most secret fears of cultural invasion  
     and their most explicit interracial desires and sexual fantasies in ways 
     they would never be willing to do face to face. … a majority of the  
     responses we received portrayed Mexicans and Chicanos as threatening  
     Others, indestructible invaders, and public enemies of America’s fragile  
     sense of coherent national identity. 
 
As a result of these findings, and in a magnificent remake of Californian 
projections and politics, Gomez-Pe!a and Sifuentes titled their next project 
‘Mexterminator’, intending, as they say, ‘to allow internet users and live audience 
members to help determine the physical and psychological profiles of our ethno-
cyborgs’, and in the process to create ‘an army of Mexican Frankensteins ready to 
rebel against their Anglo creators’. 
 
     Armed with mysterious shamanic artefacts and sci-fi automatic weapons,  
     their bodies enhanced with prosthetic implants and their brown skin  
     decorated with Aztec tattoos, these hyper-sexual ‘ethnocyborgs’, clothed  
     in high Tex-Me/gangster-rap regalia, both defied and perversely  
     incorporated every imaginable Hollywood and MTV stereotype, every  
     fear and desire secretly harboured in the fragile psyches and hearts of  
     contemporary Americans. 
 
A Gothic army of the surgically enhanced living dead; a return of the repressed 
with a vengeance and also, of course and following from the pachuco heritage, 
with style and attitude. Is this a prison break, is it a revolution? Whatever it is, it 
has an uncanny resonance with the visions of Mexican enslavement in Fritz Leiber 
and others; in this vision of a zombie-like Mexican renaissance, we see the very 
shapes of oppression lifted, turned around and set to work marching on the enemy. 
 
A final note: when the next exhibition related to the ‘Mexterminator’ project 
opened in Mexico City in 1995, it premiered under the title ‘The Museum of 
Frozen Identity’. Perhaps one clue to seeking the identity of the global Gothic may 
be in this violent encounter with how the Other is characterised; in the many forms 
taken by those forces seeking to unfreeze identities, to scale the prison walls, to 
escape from the castles and convents of the imagination, to cross an impossible 
border, although of course, that struggle, if struggle it is, will take different forms 
in all the cultural contexts of our imagination. 


