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Abstract: 

 

The sea is the last frontier on our planet. This blue universe of silence, beauty and 

fragility hides a semi-unknown world in a pure liquid state. With their multiple resources, 

the oceans are a field of excellence for tourism, particularly with regard to the potential 

of underwater archaeotourism (archaeological tourism). With tourism being the largest 

industry in the world, ocean-based archaeotourism has been gaining adherents and has 

become not only a differentiating product but also a fundamental one for advancing both 

knowledge and science. 

Portugal, with its long Atlantic coast and maritime history, presents itself as an 

excellent space in which to develop this phenomenon. From the Modern Age and the 

Portuguese Expansion to the contemporary postcolonial era, there is a whole genealogy 

of submerged archaeological sites and artefacts that can be integrated into cultural tourism 

and, as part of this, underwater archaeotourism. 

Thus, this reflection will seek to summarise the main products of 

Portuguese underwater archaeotourism around the world as well as foreign products in 

Portuguese territorial waters with a view to furthering knowledge that may contribute to 

promoting and conserving a unique heritage. Concentrated within humankind’s last 

frontier on Earth, a liquid frontier in different shades of blue and smelling of sea breezes, 

lies a legacy that can open up new perspectives for research, creativity and sustainability 

 
1 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research drafts 

intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are responsible 

for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered provisional. 

Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

about:blank
about:blank
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in relation to an inheritance that continues to be an essential dimension of the Portuguese 

identity: the sea! 

 

Keywords 

Underwater Archaeotourism – Heritage – Tourism – Travel – Colonial Empire  

 

 

Not only did the sea make, 

as Portugal will do. 

The sea is the difference 

that still constitutes our strength. 

Telo 2009 

 

Introduction 

Archaeological heritage, as a witness to and heritage of the past, is part of cultural tourism 

and is on the global political agenda, having been restored and promoted, reconsidering 

and redimensioning the history of Human Beings within the contemporary global world 

in which we live. Within this contemporary heritage interest, underwater archaeology has 

aroused a growing interest on the part of the largest industry in the world, namely tourism. 

Through a tripartite combination of archaeological heritage, tourism and the sea, a new 

tourist product has emerged, that of maritime archaeotourism, a segment of cultural 

tourism based on a historical legacy through which Human Beings may recover a 

common memory.  

Portugal, as a nation with archaeological remains which point to an extremely rich 

diversity and antiquity, is a central place for this tourist segment, since it has a vast 

maritime coastline that gave rise to an empire on a global scale that crossed the oceans 

and then returned to the quays of Europe. Throughout these centuries-long and multi-

continental voyages, the storms when sailing towards the unknown produced legacies and 

remains immersed within the foam of the waves and of time, crystallising into legends 

and narratives to fill the compendiums of history.  

Today, Portugal has one of the largest exclusive zones in Europe of more than 1 

700 000 km² – which corresponds to about 18 times its land area – a characteristic that 

enables the development of oceanic research, providing the deepening of a maritime 

influenced culture, history and identity. Among such aspects, underwater archaeotourism 

has been gaining ground, perhaps because it constitutes a time capsule only accessible 

through transposing the solid frontier of the earth into the liquid frontier of the sea. 
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Corpus 

Consubstantiating this transversal tendency in various States, a set of tools for research, 

protection, enhancement and promotion of oceanic archaeotourism has emerged and been 

integrated within the auspices of a common dynamic: The 2001 UNESCO Convention 

on the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage which sets out the basic principles for 

safeguarding the heritage sunken in the waters of the blue planet. The tentacular nature 

of this convention has made it possible to create a set of transnational mechanisms aimed 

at deepening knowledge about underwater heritage, and conserving and promoting it in a 

resilient and sustainable manner. This path of international cooperation in 2016 led to the 

emergence of the UNESCO CHAIR “The Ocean’s Cultural Heritage”2 led by CHAM – 

Centre for the Humanities – which aims to link the various humanities subjects to the 

history of the oceans and their cultural heritage.  

Although this area of research has some shortcomings at the level of theoretical 

sustainability, mainly due to the lack of studies and statistical data on archaeotourism 

itself and especially on the activity of diving (closely linked to nautical and underwater 

archaeology), governments and institutions have been concerned with the matter, as 

shown by the proliferation of bodies and agents 3  and the range of transnational 

cooperation agreements/protocols concerning maritime heritage. This multiplicity of 

instruments focuses mainly on the development of legislation, management, supervision 

 
2 The Chair is pioneering in the area and several countries have associated themselves with it (Cape Verde, 

Spain, Colombia and Brazil), as well as various entities from diverse fields. The aim of this network, led 

by the NOVA University of Lisbon, is to highlight the importance of principles such as the sharing of 

knowledge, social solidarity and the establishment of bases for the development of best practices in 

accordance with UNESCO principles. See Online available at: 

https://issuu.com/cbc_unesco_pt/docs/patrimonio_subaquatico_nov16  
3  Namely: Association of Portuguese Archaeologists (AAP), Professional Association of Archaeologists 

(APA), Portuguese Association for the Promotion of Diving (APDM), European Committee for 

Standardization (CEN), Centre for Humanities and the respective UNESCO Chair for the Oceans (CHAM), 

Centre for Research in Human Paleoecology (CIPA), National Centre for Nautical and Underwater 

Archaeology (CNANS), Portuguese Centre for Underwater Activities (CPAS), Division of Nautical and 

Underwater Archaeology at IGESPAR (DANS), Directorate General for the Maritime Authority (DGAM), 

Directorate General for National Buildings and Monuments (DGEMN), Regional Directorate for Culture 

of the Azores (DRCA), Environmental Impact Study (EIA), National Strategy for Sustainable Development 

(ENDS), Mission Structure for Maritime Affairs (EMAM), Ocean Studies Group (GEO), International 

Committee on Underwater Heritage (ICUCH), Assembly of the International Council on Monuments and 

Sites (ICOMOS), Institute for the Management of Architectural Heritage (IGESPAR), the Archaeological 

Institute of Nautical Archaeology (INA), Portuguese Institute of Archaeology (IPA), Portuguese Institute 

of Architectural Heritage (IPPAR), Portuguese Institute of Cultural Heritage (IPPC), Ministry of 

Environment and Spatial Planning (MAOTDR), World Tourism Organization (WTO), Professional 

Association of Diving Instructors (PADI), National Strategic Plan for Tourism (PENT), Coastal 

Management Plan (POOC), Archaeological Park Management Plan (POPA), Plan for Tourism Planning for 

the Azores (PROTAA) and Legal Regime for Territorial Management Instruments (RJIGT). 

about:blank
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and education with a view to guiding and exploiting this fragile tourism product. On the 

other hand, the interest of tourist agents, such as tourist entertainment or diving 

companies, who provide the close connections between tourists and visitable sites, has 

created the need for incisive monitoring in order to guarantee their preservation as well 

as to channel part of such income to the actual conservation of underwater 

archaeotourism. As it is known, the inclusion of tourism in the field of (underwater) 

archaeology leverages local coastal development, by attracting and fixing new tourist 

flows, with specific market niches, through the offer of a differentiated tourist product 

implemented with clear concerns for planning, sustainability and the dissemination of 

heritage.  

As far as the corpus of underwater heritage of Portuguese origin in the world is 

concerned, there are a number of archaeotourism centres that are largely the result of 

scientific research and the development of techniques and specialities that enable 

recovery and work on discovered remains.  

On this blue planet, underwater archaeology of Portuguese origin took its first 

steps in the late 1970s (between 1977 and 1980) when the S. António de Tanna (sunk in 

Mombasa in 1697) was the target of excavations under the responsibility of the National 

Museums of Kenya and the Institute of Nautical Archaeology.  

In Portugal, such action would only begin in the 1980s with the intervention works 

at the site of the wreck of the S. Pedro de Alcântara, a Spanish ship which sunk off the 

coast of Peniche in 1786. In 1995, during the construction of the underground in the Cais 

de Sodré area in Lisbon, the bottom of a large vessel was located in the mud of this 

riverside area, with Iberian characteristics from the end of the 15th and early 16th 

centuries. In 1996, an underwater excavation of a boat dating from the second half of the 

15th century was started in one of the channels of the Ria de Aveiro. Also in 1996, during 

the opening of ventilation ducts for the Lisbon underground, in the area of Praça do 

Município, the remains of a vessel, named Corpo Santo were found, a few metres away 

from the Cais do Sodré ship. In 1997, underwater archaeological work began in the Tagus 

estuary, in front of the S. Julião da Barra fort, on the ship Nossa Senhora dos Mártires, 

which had been shipwrecked in 1606. The remains from this intervention work formed 

part of the exhibition of the Portuguese Pavilion at the Expo'98 World Trade Fair in 

Lisbon. At the same time, in 1997, in the Azores, in the Bay of Angra do Heroísmo, two 

ships were discovered during prospecting works for the construction of a marina: Angra 

C and Angra D where more than eighty shipwrecks have been recorded since the 15th 



5 
 

century. There are references to five other shipwrecks and an important set of anchors. In 

1998, a study began on the occupation of the Algarve coast during the Roman era, which 

led to the first underwater archaeological campaign of its kind in Portugal. This was a 

project to locate submerged Roman structures off Quarteira, at a depth of 8 to 10 metres, 

and this provided a wealth of information on submerged coastal areas. 

Some emblematic examples of underwater heritage of Portuguese origin in the 

world are listed below, which are potential centres of aquatic (both maritime and fluvial) 

archaeotourism.  

 

1. Abroad 

• Namibia. Remains of a 16th century Portuguese ship found in 2008 in 

Oranjemund, in Namibia. This was during open air diamond prospecting 

work by the mining firm Halifa Mbako. Besides the remains of the ship, there 

are two thousand coins minted by the Portuguese and Spanish crowns; 20 tons 

of copper and tin ingots; bronze alloy cannons; 3 astrolabes and many other 

navigation compasses, 5 anchors, more than 50 elephant tusks, as well as 

pewter plates and the remains of candlesticks, swords, human bones and other 

archaeological artefacts. This would have been characteristic of a ship that 

was sailing to the East, of Portuguese origin and which was considered as 

common cultural heritage of the governments of Namibia and Portugal. 

Portugal did not claim ownership of the remains as a “Flag State”, preferring 

to safeguard and enhance them at the scientific and cultural level for the 

common benefit of all Humanity. The 16th-century ship is located in one of 

the safest places in the world, on the Sperrgebit frontier, a high security area 

of Namibian diamond exploration.  

• Ireland. Built in Cantabria, the São Marcos was the pinnacle of naval 

technology at the time and one of the jewels of the Portuguese fleet. In 1588, 

the galleon left Lisbon along with 130 other ships as part of the “Invincible” 

Armada.4 On the west coast of Ireland, between Mutton Island and Lurga 

Point, on a rough passage, the galleon crashed into the island, and broke up. 

In 2004, an Irish university, in collaboration with various entities, started a 

 
4  Squadron assembled by Felipe II of Spain in 1588 to invade England in an attempt to neutralise its 

influence and reassert Spanish hegemony in the war of the seas.  
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project to locate the remains of the galleon and amid the tragedy, heroism and 

legend, the remains of the São Marcos are an example of the spirit of the 2001 

UNESCO Convention on the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage, 

namely by being an incentive for multilateral agreements between Ireland, 

Portugal and Spain. It has therefore provided an opportunity for cooperation 

involving the exchange of information between States, with a view to better 

managing, preserving and enhancing our common heritage. 

 

2. Portugal 

• Between 1985 and 2008, the first evidence of river navigation in the Iberian 

Peninsula and the Atlantic coastline was obtained. The 6 pirogues from the 

Lima River (Viana do Castelo) date back (the oldest) to the Iron Age around 

2000/2500 years ago and others to medieval times, between the 7th and 12th 

centuries and were shown in a partnership with the Subdirección General de 

Museos Estatales (Spain). This finding attests to the millennial function of 

crossing the river in this place, with this place name having been referred to 

as being part of one of the medieval pilgrimage routes to Santiago de 

Compostela. These vessels, made from a tree trunk hollowed out for this 

purpose, have been known in Europe since the Neolithic period and are of 

great importance to both the Portuguese and international scientific 

community, especially in terms of underwater archaeology. In 2021, 

monoxylon pirogues were classified as national interest with the designation 

of “national treasure”.  

• Excavations in the Aveiro Ria have uncovered the remains of two vessels 

which were transporting ceramics, which places the Ria within the history of 

Atlantic navigation. In the 16th century, ships from Aveiro were to be found 

in Newfoundland, Ireland, England, Flanders, Brazil and the Atlantic Islands, 

as well as in the north of Spain. This archaeological evidence of maritime 

connections during the late medieval and early modern period is material 

evidence of Aveiro’s involvement in mercantile flows. In fact, it is known 

that this region has had contact with other peoples since ancient times, and 

boats have always played a predominant role in this. Due to the physical 

conditions of the Ria, with low bottoms and abundant channels, the vessels 

were adapted and showed various “architectural signatures” from the Ibero-
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Atlantic tradition, characteristic of ships constructed in Portugal and Spain in 

the 15th to 17th centuries. The cargo of the vessels was red and black 

earthenware manufactured in the Aveiro/Ovar region, where it is possible to 

find practically all types used in daily life at the time: bowls, plates, jugs, pots, 

jars, pitchers, pans, vases, money boxes and funnels. 

• From the 16th to the 20th century, at least 14 shipwrecks have been recorded 

in the waters surrounding the fortress of S. Julião da Barra, which has 

protected the entrance to the port of Lisbon for 500 years. Target of numerous 

lootings, this important archaeological site off the Portuguese coast 

incorporates a vast set of remains from different time periods. These 

shipwrecks at the entrance of the Tagus bar with the Atlantic were along the 

navigation route so that the mouth of the river was a stage for intense nautical 

activity which, due to the said geographical characteristics, resulted in 

numerous shipwrecks, such that this is particularly important in terms of 

Portuguese underwater archaeology. 

To give an example: 

a) The ship Nossa Senhora dos Mártires (which sunk at the site in 1606, as 

mentioned above), at the end of a voyage on the India Route. The remains 

of the vessel were identified in 1994 and retrieved in 1996 with a view to 

being displayed in the Portuguese Pavilion at the Expo’98 World Trade 

Fair, with the work extending until 2001;  

b) The clipper Thermopylae, constructed by Walter Hood & Co in Scotland 

in 1868, was considered the fastest in the world and rivalled the 

famous Cutty Sark especially in the Tea Route race. For the clippers the 

tea route would come to an end with the opening of the Suez Canal and 

competition from steamships, which from the 1880s onwards would 

dominate this trade. The Thermopylae was recommissioned to transport 

Australian wools and after many missions under the British flag, was 

acquired by Portugal in 1896 to be transformed into a Ship for the Royal 

Navy School. Renamed the Pedro Nunes, it was anchored in the Tagus, 

serving as a cargo pier for coal, until it was sunk on purpose using 

torpedoes on 13 October 1907, on Navy Day, in front of Cascais, during a 

naval demonstration held for the benefit of King Carlos. The submerged 

remains were formally identified almost a century after the sinking and 
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shortly afterwards were included in the heritage fabric of the region. The 

technical, physical and cultural parameters associated with this wreck 

intersect with the history of oceanography and fisheries management in 

Portugal as well as with the Tagus estuary region. The plan is to create an 

underwater route that would allow the boat to be observed in the place that 

became its resting home. 

c) The salvage ship Patrão Joaquim Lopes, which the Portuguese 

government ordered from England, was, from 1859 onwards, intended to 

rescue ships in distress in the entrance to the port of Lisbon and save those 

which had been shipwrecked. In 1936, it was rammed by a barge, and was 

shipwrecked alongside Bugio. 

d) The trawler Santa Mafalda, built in 1947 in the shipyards of Livorno, Italy 

was delivered to the Aveiro Fishing Company (EPA) and was intended for 

cod fishing. It would sink in 1966 due to a rudder malfunction. 

 

From this sample it is possible to get an idea of the richness and the challenge that 

constitutes this submerged universe and its touristic potential. However, in addition to 

this nucleus, there are other ships that, although not Portuguese, are located in national 

waters, such as: 

• In 1759, two ships from the French fleet – the L’Ocean and the Redoutable – 

ran aground off Salema and Zavial, between Lagos and Sagres. Various 

everyday objects and artillery were recovered from the campaigns carried out 

in the 1980s and 1990s. 

• In Santa Maria (Faro), the Odyssey Marine Exploration Company (USA) has 

carried out unauthorised work to recover the Spanish frigate Nuestra Señora 

de las Mercedes, sunk in 1804 during a battle with a British squadron. 249 

people lost their lives along with a cargo of gold, silver, spices, personal 

fortunes and jewellery, among other items. Some 600,000 pieces have already 

been recovered. The courts forced the company to return the pieces to Spain, 

and Portugal was consulted on the legal framework given this patrimony was 

located within its waters.  

• In 1917, the German submarine U-35 sank 2 Norwegian steamers, 1 Danish 

steamer and 1 Italian sailing boat off the coast of Sagres. In 2015 the wreckage 

was identified. 
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• The Azores possess a unique underwater archaeological record on an 

international scale due to the fact that, for centuries, the natural conditions for 

sailing in the Atlantic did not enable a direct route to be followed. This is why 

its islands (particularly Terceira and its port at Angra) provided a support 

platform for ocean navigation undertaken by Portuguese ships from India, 

Brazil and Africa, and Spanish ships from the West Indies. For this reason, 

its waters are rich in the wrecks of vessels between the 16th and 20th 

centuries, constituting one of the locations worldwide with the greatest 

underwater archaeological potential, with the number and type of shipwrecks 

around 800 (Aleixo 2010, 24).  

• War Graves. Underwater cultural heritage from the world wars. Despite 

Portugal’s limited involvement in the two global conflicts of the 20th century, 

in the Great War the country lost about 120 ships and approximately 200 

elements, spread mainly over the Western Atlantic and the Mediterranean. An 

example is the minesweeper Roberto Ivens, sunk in 1917 near Lisbon after 

activating a mine launched by a German imperial submarine. Most of the 

crew perished along with the ship.  

 

From the examples above it can be seen that in the 1990s at the same time as 

significant scientific and archaeological remains began to appear in Portugal, there was a 

profound change of options in the area of underwater archaeological heritage, motivated 

by the organisation of the Expo’98 World Trade Fair. Under the theme of “The Oceans: 

a heritage for the future”, the transnational and pluricontinental event showed the 

importance of this legacy, helping to boost, raise awareness, preserve, study, publicise 

and valorise a heritage that reinforces a sense of identity and collective memory, in 

reconstructing and revealing a history that everyone must safeguard. 

In addition, in recent years a particular type of underwater archaeotourism has 

taken on importance, which is a new segment in terms of a tourism product and which is 

characterized by the (re)creation of underwater areas of attraction through the placement 

of submerged pieces purposely for the enjoyment of tourists in a kind of underwater art 

museum. This is the case with the:    

• Underwater Art Museum, Mexico, the first of its kind (2010); 
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• Underwater Museum of the Canary Islands, Spain, the first of its kind in Europe 

(2017); 

• The most recent ones: Underwater Museum in Cannes (France) and that off the 

island of Alonissos, in the Aegean Sea (Greece), both of which will open in 

summer 2021. Indeed, the latter forms part of the largest protected marine area in 

Europe.  

Due to problems related to the looting of archaeological artefacts, many of these 

underwater antiquities were only accessible to archaeologists and visitors with 

special permission. Now, recreational divers accompanied by certified instructors 

can dive into the waters of these “Underwater Museums”, thereby enjoying a 

panoramic view of wrecks or inspiring artistic creations that offer true time travel. 

 

Conclusion 

Antiques or contemporary artistic creation are not the only treasures preserved in this type 

of tourism as there is also the protection afforded to rare or endangered terrestrial and 

marine species. What this type of cultural tourism has to offer has to be undertaken in a 

sustainable manner and preserved in order to protect the antiquities and the environment, 

so that underwater heritage can provide new revenues for local communities without 

placing their underwater legacy at risk. Hence the need for national directives to enter 

into dialogue with international directives, thereby enabling the expression of a 

transnational and multi-continental policy for the seas of our blue planet.  

In short, underwater archaeological heritage forms an integral part of the cultural 

heritage of humanity and can be an indisputable resource as a significant element in the 

history, identity and culture of a people. In the interculturality of which today’s world is 

constituted, there is a pressing need to define a policy to include and enhance this 

underwater archaeological heritage in order to protect, promote and safeguard its 

existence.  

In the paths of contemporaneity, cultural tourism presents itself as a means 

through which to access a heritage anchored in a past which can better locate us within 

the present, and in designing the future, that is, to investigate in order to recognise, and 

to safeguard in order to experience. Used as a local, national and multi-continental 

development strategy with full impact on global mobility, the sea – the liquid state frontier 

– has in underwater archaeotourism a dynamic agent for the promotion of tourism, giving 

value to a heritage legacy of considerable significance. A valuable route for the study, 
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knowledge and memory of a prolific past, underwater archaeotourism provides access to 

a unique collection of underwater archaeology, including archaeological collections 

deposited in various institutions, such as the Municipal Museum of Underwater Life and 

Submersed History in Lisbon.  

Portugal, as a nation looking out towards the sea and, consequently, towards the 

future, can present itself as the stage par excellence for taking advantage of a resource 

with a potential not only for enjoyment and leisure (tourism) but also for knowledge and 

for stimulating research into a heritage that interests everyone. This is because the sea 

remains an essential aspect of Portugueseness! 
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Abstract: 

 

 Many efforts were employed around a large industrial heritage in the city of 

Fontana (Chaco), located in the Northeast of the Argentine Republic, in the province of 

Chaco. It is an old agro-industrial territory belonging to the Greater Resistance 

Metropolitan Area (AMGR), developed at the end of the 19th century, whose industrial 

heritage coincides with the urban center and its increasing value, from the cultural and 

social point of view, began in the last five years of the 20th century. 

Cultural strategy in pursuit of the conservation of industrial heritage and urban 

reconversion in Fontana, promoted by institutionalized actors in the last decade, 

converted the territory, attracting new urban uses, which put aspects of its conservation 

in tension. Although an urban development policy linked to industrial memory is 

stimulated, a process of urban reconversion associated with places of memory of 

industrial activity that puts their material preservation at risk is also promoted. 

This paper presents the conflict that began in the last decade, around the 

conservation of a portion of territory associated with industrial memory as a moment that 

generates new social positions. Around the memory of the industry, actions were deployed 

to protect the architectural heritage of the old tannin factorie and the complementary 

infrastructure, considered resources for the symbolic valuation of the territory, visible in 

the rescue and intervention of spaces, but it is also the object of tension in the face of 

spatial reconversion, in which various voices emerged. 

 
5 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research drafts 

intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are responsible 

for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered provisional. 

Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:pmarinno@comunidad.unne.edu.ar
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Introduction 

In the last forty years, the studies and actions in pursuit of the patrimonialization of the 

industry had different responses in the efforts developed at the international level. Its 

impact not only translated into the conservation of material testimonies in relation to their 

valuation as architectural and urban heritage, or historical, but also the inclusion of social, 

political and economic aspects. 

 In the Northeast of Argentina, specifically in the province of Chaco, studies and 

awareness of the importance of industrial heritage gained special momentum in the last 

twenty years, in consideration of the historical value that the industry has had in territorial, 

economic and social development. Antecedents of the first declarations go back to the last 

five years of the 20th century.  

These agro-industrial activities had a boom in the first five decades of the 20th 

century, inheritance of the project of the Generation of 80. Thanks to them an important 

industrial infrastructure was deployed, mainly for the production and transport of tannin, 

in addition to encouraging the arrival of migratory contingents from various European 

regions, and others from Corrientes.  

Since the Argentine economic crisis and the closure of factories, experienced 

between the late 1960s and 1990s, in Fontana, as in other Argentine towns, the industrial 

infrastructure, as well as the transportation infrastructure, was abandoned. This produced 

a social and economic crisis, as well as the existence of large vacant spaces, an object of 

speculation.  

Based on the need to incorporate new areas of urban expansion to the Greater 

Resistencia metropolitan area, Fontana, a municipality that is a member of the AMGR, in 

the last thirty years has taken a special interest in its geographical location, its lake 

landscape and natural characteristics, attractive aesthetics, functionally and favorable 

against the recurrence of floods. The city of Resistencia, and its metropolitan area have 

been recurrently affected by floods and Fontana, on the other hand, is above the flood 

level.  

At the same time that the valuation of the center of Fontana as developable land 

was growing, there was also a reconversion of some references of that industry, and 
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different residential areas were consolidated, changing the social, economic and cultural 

dynamics that favored subsequent actions towards of the patrimonialization of the 

vestiges of the industrial activity.  

Various efforts have taken place since the last five years of the 20th century, 

undertaken by different actors. The diversity of interests in the urban center of Fontana, 

coinciding with the old tannin settlement that gave it its name, made visible various 

disputes in the management of that territory, made visible in the patrimonialization 

processes that were undertaken.  

From this work, framed in the research project Land Management and Planning 

in Northeast Argentina. Analysis, characterization and reflexive interaction of recent 

processes of regionalization and metropolization, of the General Secretariat of Science 

and Technology of the UNNE, addresses the conflict that began in the last decade, around 

the conservation of a portion of territory associated with memory industrial as a generator 

moment of new social positioning. Around the memory of the industry, actions to protect 

the architectural heritage of the old tanker and the complementary infrastructure were 

deployed, considered resources for the symbolic valuation of the territory, visible in the 

rescue and intervention of spaces, but it is also the object of tension in the face of spatial 

reconversion, in which various positions emerged. 

 

Conceptual framework  

Over time,  and especially in the 20th century, the concept of heritage as a collective 

inheritance expanded and is the set of material and intangible assets built socially (Prats, 

1997, 115) .With the structural displacement of the notion of heritage, from a Recognition 

of the transmission of a vertical trend, to another of collective construction, with 

horizontal movements, the notion of heritage evolved from the tangible to the intangible, 

the living, the cultural, domination of blurred borders (Guiguère 2006, 115). Due to their 

polysemic character, they can acquire multiple meanings over time, and act as activation 

factors of historical memory or, conversely, historical memory is the source of the 

patrimonialization of certain objects.  

For the definition of cultural heritage, the identification of values assigned by 

the community and analyzed by interdisciplinary groups is required, which can measure 

them (Carta de Burra 1985) and, based on them, define the types of heritage and their 

values. The valuation operation is fundamental in the definition and conservation of 

heritage. In the process of patrimonialization, the collective will have a relative role, since 
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for its transmission to future generations, it requires conservation actions dependent, in 

most cases, on State decisions.  

The will to patrimonialize may arise from institutionalized actors or not, but it 

requires in this process a recognition and sense of belonging that ensures the transmission 

of their values to current and future generations. Although the notion of cultural heritage 

is associated with the existence of objects that generate a sense of belonging on the part 

of society and have been nominated for their historical, social, cultural value, at a certain 

moment, it is built and transmitted to generations future with a certain intentionality.  

This sense of belonging is conditioned by the processes that sustain the social 

construction of ethnicity and the role of identity in the constitution of social relations, 

which Mitchell described as “categorical relations”, a situationally relative category of 

such stereotypes and circumstances. of their commitment (Kapferer 2015, 10). Memory 

is activated by heritage, but it differs by being creative; permanently remodel past events 

in the process of remembering, and is conditioned by an unconscious (Platt 2015, 49).  

The invention of historical memory made possible the reconstitution of the moral 

issues of the historical operation, linked to the branches of moral and political sciences 

([Pellistrandi 2011] Mariño 2020). Due to the heterogeneous and fluctuating nature of 

society, the city and its heritage constitute a field where meanings vary and in many cases 

are divergent.  

Mitchell's urban work focused on the heterogeneity of municipal life, which he 

considers the city as a multiplicity, as sets of diverse practices emerging under a 

continuous variety of situated circumstances (Kapferer 2015, 7). Atypical events are 

generated in the city that express conflicts and crises, making visible social and political 

tensions conceived as a central element of daily life (Kapferer 2015, 8) and positive in 

the sense of being the generator of new social positions and important events or practices 

that could reveal the social and political forces involved in the generation or production 

of social life (Kapferer 2015, 3). 

 

Fontana: origin and urban characteristics 

Part of an old aboriginal territory, Fontana, a municipality that is part of the Greater 

Resistencia Metropolitan Area (AMGR), in the province of Chaco, emerges as a town 

with attractive characteristics due to a lake landscape where the industry was marking the 

environment. Various industrial vestiges announce culture in a journey whose landscape 

was shaped by the different undertakings.  
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This territory, known since the colonial period as the North Indian Territory 

(Maeder 2005), was disputed due to its strategic and geographical condition. However, 

attempts to exploit it were in vain, due to the constant resistance of the ethnic groups that 

inhabited it, among which the Qom, dominant in the Southern Chaco, stood out. The 

Chaco National Territory was valued for the richness of its mountains where hardwood 

species abounded, especially for the production of tannin (Zarrilli 2015), a company led 

by workers from Corrientes and Paraguayans, although the continuous indigenous attacks 

did not allow an activity larger.  

This situation lasted until the War of the Triple Alliance (1865-1871) (Capdevila 

2015), at which end with the Colonization Law (1876) and the creation of the National 

Territory of Chaco (1871), there was a transformation of the landscape, economy and 

society. Faced with the distribution of the Chaco territory, the indigenous population was 

withdrawn towards the Northwest, not only by action of the Argentine state, but also by 

the loss of natural habitat caused by the exploitation of the mountain. With the arrival of 

different migratory contingents, some from the province of Corrientes, others from 

northern Italy and Spain, the conditions were created for the exploitation of the Chaco 

territory (De Pompert de Valenzuela 1998). The first European contingents arrived with 

the promise of land for agricultural exploitation, while those from Corrientes were for the 

exploitation of tannin and agricultural activities complementary to this main activity 

(Salinas and Beck 2017, 24). 

One of the first groups of settlers to arrive at what is now part of Fontana was 

Dn. Angel Vicentini, a Friulian immigrant settled with his family, to develop an 

agricultural work around the cultivation of sugar cane, vegetables and fruit trees, a place 

where a port was built and acquired his name. There the industrialization of sugar cane 

began in 1901 and later, the “Lutecia” tannin factory, by Otto Wulf (Salinas and Beck 

2017, 32).  

These activities were favored by the construction of the railway infrastructure 

that allowed the distribution of production through the railway port system (Borrini 1987, 

46). Years later, in 1916, the taniner company Arazá was founded by the Spanish brothers 

José and Luis Fontana, who a few years later sold said venture to the Anglo-American 

pool La Forestal LTD ([Zarrilli 2015] Mariño 2016, 34). This industrial enclave generated 

a large-scale activity supported by urban planning, according to the needs of providing 

comfort and control over the working mass.  
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The aborigines, in general, were not part of the salaried mass, they were day 

laborers and carried out activities such as the transport of logs or the loading of bags of 

tannin. Thus the activities responded to an organization and ethnic division whose 

retribution was not equal (Nicklison 1916). Other important manufacturing centers settled 

to the northwest, the Hartenek tanker and the Le Breton cotton cooperative.  

These industries had a peak in the 1940s and a crisis towards the end of the 1960s, 

exacerbated in the 1980s until their final closure in the last five years of the 20th century. 

The geographical territory of Fontana was divided socially through various practices 

influenced by the work of the inhabitants. From these practices a specific equipment arose 

and architecture constitutes an instrument for its value as a symbolic vehicle, therefore 

the architectural heritage linked to the industrial is materialized by an omnipresent way 

of administering the state, as was also the state architecture of Peronism. 

 This was an international question translated into the operational and symbolic 

mode, in which architecture was an essential tool. With the closure of the factories and 

the redistribution of land in the municipality, new neighborhoods were created in response 

to population growth, not only in Fontana, but also in the municipality of Resistencia. 

Thus, new communities were formed, which until approximately 2005 only spent the 

night in Fontana and worked in Resistencia. 

 From the institutional point of view, the municipality of Fontana is of recent 

creation, in the 1970s, taking into account the attempts of independence of the 

municipality of Resistencia, which marked the identity of the Fontana, always linked to 

the capital city of the Chaco province. With the provincialization of the National Territory 

of the Chaco, produced in 19516 , a group of Fontana residents began steps for their 

independence and municipalization, when their provisional headquarters was the home 

of Mr. Freschi, located in the old industrial city of Arazá.   

At the time of the municipalization of Fontana, its headquarters was installed in 

the former single state of the tannin of La Forestal, choosing that place because it is 

located close to the main transport, road and rail infrastructures, as well as other existing 

urban facilities in the city industrial forestry town. Currently, the municipality continues 

to be installed in the old single life and has expanded its facilities, with the incorporation 

of other areas, according to the growth of the complexity of services it provides. 

 

 
6 This territory was called the General Perón province and was renamed the Chaco province by decree 

Law No. 4,145 of October 17, 1955. 
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Current urban situation  

The current population of the municipality of Fontana is around thirty-five 

thousand inhabitants and enjoys new services that allow conditions of comfort and safety 

for its inhabitants. In the last eleven years, not only the main streets of the urban center 

have been paved, but also main avenues that connect the center with the old centers of 

Puerto Vicentini, Estación Cacuí, Estación Arazá or the exits to Route 11, connecting with 

the Provincial Airport. Among the urban reconversion actions, the construction of a 

Health Care Center on the old oxidation pool of the the Fontana tanker, the transformation 

of the tannery sheds into a municipal radio, fruit market and cultural center, or the 

chimney as a reference site for the municipal swimming pool. In addition, a coastal walk 

has been carried out around the Fortini lagoon, where a religious walk has been created, 

the construction of a sports center, a house of culture, and a technology center.  

From the insertion of new health, recreation and education services, the life of 

Fontanenses fundamentally changed, making many of the cultural and economic demands 

a place of welcome and containment. Supermarkets, hardware store, technical training 

centers, dance institutes were installed, and the possibilities of circulation and recreation 

in the same city improved. The new Fontanense community, formed from the 

neighborhoods created since the 1980s, express that Fontana offers services, and its urban 

center, linked to the Arazá tannin complex, represents an opportunity for recreation due 

to the new functions of its sheds and coastal environment. The religious walk created in 

2017 takes on another meaning in the young population.  

On the other hand, these services and connection possibilities generated an 

attraction for real estate developments, where the acquisition of lots of generous 

dimensions, mainly in areas surrounding the Fortini lagoon, have redefined that space. 

Other areas close to the Negro and Arazá rivers are also a target for many young 

entrepreneurs who seek closeness to nature and access to fast circulation routes. These 

ventures are also critically visible on the part of the descendants of the first Fontana 

workers, who distrust the renovation of Fontana. In the interviews they transcend 

economic issues far from cultural and social value. 

 

Patrimonialization of architecture and the industrial landscape  

Since the 1980s, in the province of Chaco, various efforts have been made for the 

patrimonialization of the testimonies built by the industry, undertaken by non-

governmental organizations, and supported by different legislators. In parallel to the 
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declarations of heritage of the railway stations in the city and province of Buenos Aires, 

in 1989 the French Station, located in Resistencia, was declared a National Historic 

Monument. As of 2001, the community of Fontana had the Municipal Cultural Heritage 

Declaration of the La Forestal Tannin Factory Complex, which was elevated to the rank 

of Cultural Heritage of the Province of Chaco in 2002, by decree 1130 / 02. Both were 

initiatives of the Radical Party bloc, during the Rozas government. This declaration was 

followed by others linked to the former Hartenek tanker, the terrace of the Le Breton 

Company or the Arazá and Cacuí railway stations, included in the declaration of Cultural 

Historical Heritage, Provincial Law No. 6,290 / 08. All of them were initiatives of the 

radical bloc, except for the conservation of the railway heritage.  

The conservation of the industrial heritage began to gain momentum from the 

attempt to demolish the chimney of the old Fontana tannin complex, a project undertaken 

by the municipal government in 2006, and which influenced, among other actions, the 

fall of management. Despite having been from the same group that managed its 

patrimonialization, it promoted the demolition of the chimney for the construction of a 

municipal building.  

Faced with the crisis caused by the demolition initiative launched by the 

municipality, a new group emerged, the NGO Memories of our people, which was present 

in the fight for its defense. It was made up of municipal employees and neighbors 

belonging to families linked to the Fontana municipalization process, political militancy 

in the 1970s or unionization. This NGO was created in order to revalue the history, the 

promotion of citizenship and the sense of belonging of the Fontana community, according 

to its leader in an interview.  

They focused on asset management, promotion of artistic activities in the 

audiovisual, theatrical, musical and literary fields, attending to cultural diversity (Sosa 

and FreschiI 2016, 72). His efforts, among which the rescue of the chimney had an initial, 

and mythical character (Kapferer 2015,10) contributed to the creation of its symbolic 

capital, achieving that many neighbors support the actions undertaken with their presence 

or economic collaboration, however, no representative of the Qom community integrates 

it. 

One of the first and main efforts of the NGO Memories of our people was the 

conservation of the chimney of the former tannin factory of La Forestal, also known as 

Fontana. The chimney was assigned a symbolic value as a reference for the “beginning 
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of a community organized around work” and saving it from demolition was a fundamental 

achievement.  

The rescue of the chimney continued its enhancement, it had a long management, 

the NGO tried to receive donations, collect through benefit shows, sponsored by the 

Undersecretariat of Culture of the Province of Chaco and the Municipality of Fontana, 

but mainly It was achieved thanks to the contribution of the Government of Chaco. With 

the support of the Governor, coming from the Justicialista Party, the intervention took 

place in 2009, and a new declaration of provincial cultural value that specifically 

mentioned the chimney, an initiative of the Justicialista deputies bloc. Based on the 

participation of government officials, a reaffirmation of the value of industrial heritage as 

a cultural and political resource was confirmed. With the assistance of the Governor of 

the Province of Chaco, at the inauguration of the fireplace, the initiative of the NGO was 

highlighted, the nomination meant a symbolic imposition and officialization of a meaning 

(Bourdieu 1997, 298).  

With the enhancement of the restored chimney, the government highlighted the 

role of the former tannin factory in the development of Fontana, thereby affirming the 

role of heritage as an instrument of communication of state values as a formator of 

identities and the confluence of public and private agents in the configuration of the state 

(Mitchell 2015), advertising strategy of a policy of territorial reconversion with the 

reopening of industrial parks. The presence of the fireplace acted as a signifier of a 

discourse, which, like totalitarian regimes, appealed to monumentality to establish an 

ideology and produce a sense of influence on social practices (Hall 2013, 73), appropriate 

to the announcement from the arrival of the Alpargatas factory in Fontana.  

With the event of the recovery of the chimney, an action taken and favored by 

the political circumstance of the resignation of the radical mayor, the NGO gained a space 

in the political field, being the creditor of legitimation in the social, cultural and political 

field. increased in another management: the conformation of a mural that reflected the 

history of Fontana7. The event as a myth, influenced subsequent actions (Kapferer 2015, 

18) such as obtaining support for another intervention in the heritage together with the 

municipality, by commissioning the implantation of a mural in the municipality of 

 
7 The triptych in whose management the NGO participated, commissioned a group of artists to represent 

three stages of the history of Fontana, the stage of the original peoples, the dialogue between society and 

nature, the agricultural stage in Puerto Vicentini, the industrial stage in Fontana and Puerto Vicentini, a 

vision that reproduced the work of Guido Miranda, from 1955, “The three Chaco cycles”. 



21 
 

Fontana and the displacement of the scene center of the figures associated with the 

removed mayor.  

During the municipal management of Fontana, in charge until 2017, the 

importance of industrial heritage was recognized in the choice of the representation of an 

idea of state linked to objects of symbolic significance in the memory of Fontana. He has 

changed the logo of the Municipality incorporating the image of the chimney of the tannin 

factory, together with the legend “one hundred years”. From the management of the 

mayor of the Justicialista party, who replaced the outgoing party, the role of the 

municipality in the economic development of the territory in the past and today was 

highlighted. The consolidation of a collective identity was present in the municipal 

management of Fontana, which builds a history, a common past in which the action of 

the workers of the tannin and oil factories are protagonists, as well as their descendants. 

The state is a great creator of identities, it is made visible with the explanation of the 

identity construction mechanism developed by the state from symbolic capital and its 

relationship with cultural and political capital (Bourdieu 1990, 295).  

The patrimonialization is complemented with dissemination and education 

actions in which a discourse of a “working class” community united around industrial 

culture circulates. The president of the NGO directs and conducts a program where he 

interviews different workers from the Fontana industries, who give their testimony of the 

operation and life of these factories, an official story is built, it is objective, meaning is 

created common, which represents a social power (Bourdieu 1997, 290). Together with 

independent researchers and academics, the NGO participates in publications in which 

they disseminate Fontanense memory and heritage. The direction of these actions allows 

them to legitimize themselves as members of an intellectual field, which gives them a 

degree of authority in their community (Bourdieu 2002, 31). 

Since 2017, the NGO has set itself the objective of giving priority to the workers' 

houses, and specifically that of a neighbor who was one of the first trade unionists in the 

tannin. From the interviews carried out, the peculiarity of a common origin emerged in 

most of the workers who inhabited the wooden houses, certain common identity traits, 

they were from Corrientes.  

Its origin not only transpires in their belief system, it has also marked the 

occupation of the space that was assigned to them as a home. The provisions established 

by La Forestal still persist in the conservation of the old houses, which are mixed with 

spatial systems of rural architecture and the updating given by the expansion of “material”. 
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Despite the status assigned by the new construction, the original wooden house continues 

to be the organizing center of the space, reactivating the symbolic presence of industry.  

The intention to declare patrimony to a worker's house located in the urban center 

of Fontana, was integrated into an inventory project together with the FAU UNNE. This 

need was linked to the existence of anticipating functional reconversion projects, while 

consolidating the social value of some neighbors.  

The cases of the will to patrimonialize workers' homes reflect a selective identity, 

associated with the idealization (Wade 2007) of the formation of cooperatives or union 

movements. There they act as tangible testimonies of the memory that is rescued in the 

life stories published by the NGO, and forms a common representation of existence 

(Bourdieu 1997, 76). The NGO is currently trying to define a historic center in the city of 

Fontana, an action that was proposed in 2014 by the municipality's planning department, 

but without positive results.  

Since 2015 Fontana had an urban planning code, and although this has the 

definition of environmental protection areas associated with lagoons and water courses, 

or the specific declarations of the different industrial enclaves, there is no linked zoning 

with patrimonial protection. The patrimonialization of industrial buildings in Fontana is 

a process in which the NGO dispenses with the formal participation of professional agents 

specialized in the field of heritage and relies on memorial data from publications and 

radio programs. An attempt is made to define a delimitation of the area and some 

buildings, although a specific methodology is not presented. 

 

Conclusions 

The patrimonialization of the industrial equipment of Fontana, began under the protection 

of institutionalized actors, public officials, and references from the field of Chaco history, 

associated with the radical party, however the changes in its valuation influenced the 

generation of a crisis in the face of the urban reconversion project that implied its 

destruction, an event observed with the case of the conservation of the chimney of the 

tannin factory. This is a symbol of the presence of La Forestal, according to the 

declaration, but also of other aspects of the memory and identity of its community, which 

made it possible to see the positioning of the actors in the social, cultural and political 

field, consolidating positions and values inherited.   

These were systematically related to a capitalist vision forged in the late 19th 

century. The patrimonialization projects of the different areas of Fontana reveal the social 



23 
 

disputes that have arisen over time, making the urban territory and its industrial 

equipment a battlefield. In the same way that the union organizations arose in Fontana in 

the dispute for the defense of workers' rights, evidencing the identity limits, in the 

selection of buildings to conserve they reappear excluding the referents of the dominant 

group of said industrial system. Identity limits were a consequence of the system of 

organization of work and structuring of society, under schemes of economic domination 

and exploitation typical of the capitalist economy. 

 Faced with the eventual dispute generated with the attempt to demolish the 

chimney of the Tanino de Fontana factory, a group was generated that undertook the 

defense of its conservation, thanks to which it positioned itself. This group was identified 

with the third Chaco cycle, that of industry, which took a leading role and evidenced the 

continuity of social and political structures in the monumentalization of an aspect of 

history. 

Revaluing the chimney, materially and symbolically, through a new and precise 

declaration of cultural value, the heritage object was re-signified for its architectural and 

urban value, as an urban landmark, and for its ability to transcend as a symbol of workers' 

struggles. Its presence reactivates memory, especially on the anniversaries of the founding 

of Fontana, even in disputes over the definition of heritage, legal protection measures, 

both for the chimney and the equipment of the factory complex, its tangible and intangible 

aspects remain vulnerable. due to the lack of precise definition of the architectural, 

historical and cultural values to be conserved, which have not been made explicit in 

successive administrations and are translated into false restorations. The initial steps taken 

by the ONg, the actors converged in the intention of monumentalizing the industrial 

heritage, actions that were followed by the municipal and provincial administrations, as 

a symbol and discursive element of a promising cultural and economic policy, around the 

industry, conducive to the ideal of the current Justicialism project, inspired by Perón's 

policy of the Five-Year Plan. The considerations around putting in value with the 

feasibility, convenience and effectiveness for the construction of the memory produced a 

sense of representation, generating adherence on the part of the community, however that 

power to produce memory through the process of patrimonialization, also It becomes an 

object of dispute for the positioning achieved. 

Faced with the imminence of a growing and necessary urban reconversion, 

especially developed since 2014,  the actions for and against the undertakings associated 

with the refunctionalization of the center of Fontana, reveal a dispute over the definition 
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of heritage, the presence of different actors that find in their conservation a symbolic 

reference: on the one hand, the NGO is related to the ideal of the descendants of the 

former industrial workers and employees who in the conservation of the houses and the 

factory complex find a foundational signifier that positions them socially, politically and 

symbolically, secondly, the leadership class that finds a political and economic impact in 

urban transformation, a conversion supported by the communities formed in the 

neighborhoods undertaken in the 1980s and the new inhabitants of the lots offered in the 

last ten years, and in last place, another descendant sector of the old workers who see with 

misgivings trust conservation actions and urban reconversion actions. 

In the disputes for monumental conservation, identities were defined and 

redefined, which meant the entrance to the cultural, political and social field of the NGO, 

but at the same time the malleability of the identity that fluctuates between the strength 

of the state and that of the group worker. The political actors who supported by positioning 

them in an advantageous way were consolidated, while with the reconversion they 

repositioned and marked new identity borders that were confused in the efforts they 

continued to carry out in a coordinated manner with the Municipality. The controversy 

between the reconversion and conservation of Fontana's industrial heritage, expressed in 

conflicts and crises, made visible social and political tensions conceived as a modeling 

element of new management strategies for urban planning and a driving force for new 

social and practical positions. In the production and management of cultural goods, the 

capacity of the social and political forces involved in the generation or production of their 

social life is revealed. 
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Abstract: 

 

Maria Tomasula (b. 1958) produces mesmerizing Neo-Baroque still lifes of 

flowers, fruits, and insects that are conjoined, intertwined, and coalesced.  Her 

meticulously detailed paintings of uncanny arrangements usually denote human presence 

through the inclusion of an implied silhouette of a figure, doll’s hand, glove and other 

human accessories.  Her belief in the porousness of all borders that originated from her 

Catholic upbringing became consolidated through her reading of New Materialism.  She 

endeavors to visually illustrate the New Materialist position through her nature-centered 

creations of multispecies that deny exclusive human superiority and defy any boundaries 

and fixation as they appear to be in the process of further transmutation.   

This paper will explore the adoption of New Materialism in the still life paintings 

of Tomasula. The concepts of intra-action, thing-power, natureculture, sympoiesis, and 

holobiont will be examined in light of specific works of art to demonstrate the influence.   

 

Keywords 

Still life – New Materialism – Neo-Baroque – Natureculture – Mexican Catholicism – 

Jane Bennett – Karen Barad – Intra-action – Donna Haraway – Holobiont  

 

 

 
8 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research drafts 

intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are responsible 

for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered provisional. 

Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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Maria Tomasula (b. 1958) has been producing visually stunning hyperrealist and dramatic 

still lifes for over thirty years9 . Her Neo-Baroque paintings typically exhibit uncanny 

intertwined arrangements of divergent items. Lot of 1997 (fig. 1) is an early example that 

features a bark doll that is enclosed by a symmetrically arranged display of luscious 

flowers and fruits. Many of her plant concoctions imply human presence, frequently by 

means of the inclusion of a doll, as in Lot, a hand, a glove or a human accessory as well 

as by delineating a silhouette of a human through the compiling of still life objects, as in 

The Structure of Coincidence of 2004 (fig. 2), where bloomed flowers are pinned together 

to construct a human body. Although nature is undoubtedly the primary focus of her 

paintings, the reference to the human is consistent throughout her oeuvre. Additionally, 

organic and nonorganic elements are tightly conjoined.  The driving force behind her ever 

integrated assemblage of a wide range of elements is New Materialism. This paper 

addresses the core New Materialist notions that Tomasula adopted to serve as the guiding 

principle of her unique creations.    

 

 
 

1 Tomasula, Lot, 1997, oil on panel 10 x 8”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 
9 See catalogues of solo exhibitions: Tomasula 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2018. 
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2 Tomasula, The Structure of Coincidence, 2004, oil on panel, 14 x 11”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 Tomasula illustrates the intimate connection between human and nature frequently 

by means of fastening tools such as nails and strings. Those instruments were first utilized 

to connote suffering, the subject the artist was accustomed to since youth through her 

exposure to countless paintings and sculptures of martyred saints in Mexican American 

churches. Tomasula claims Mexican Catholicism as the seminal influence on her art, 

establishing the foundation of her still lifes10. Those vehicles of torture are also employed 

as binding agents in her work.  Besides the theme of suffering, another concept that the 

artist derived from her religious upbringing is the idea of the porousness of borders 

through the apprehension of spiritual embodiment, as visually reiterated in the devotional 

art.   

 Tomasula also arrived at the notion of human and nonhuman intra-action through 

her observations of the worshippers’ engagements with the saintly objects. At one 

occasion, she noticed:   

 

 There was this carved stone statue of a saint on a pedestal that people prayed to 

 and everyone rubbed its foot that extended out from under its robe…. It was 

 incredible to me as a kid, that touching by soft fingers could wear down hard 

 stone like that. But the real wonder for me was to realize that every time anyone 

 rubbed it, they took a little of it with them and left a little of them on it… 

 (Tomasula 2017a)  

 
10 On Mexican Catholic influence, see Kang 2018. 
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These early memories nurtured her belief in the interconnectivity among the spiritual, the 

material, the human, and the natural. Her primary vehicle of communication is nature as 

she uses organic elements adroitly to relay her ideas. She states, “I paint a lot of items 

categorized as from ‘nature’ but that are interfered with by being cut, grafted, bound with 

other things, and so on, to emphasize a sense of boundarylessness between nature and 

culture” (Tomasula 2017a).   

 In many of her early paintings, human presence is alluded to by means of a glove, 

as in My Alba (fig. 3) of 1998.  From afar, it appears to delineate one tree with offshoots 

and flowers, but a close-up view reveals a patchwork of cut branches and stems with 

different white flowers and blue fruits tied together by thin threads.  A silky opera glove 

commands from the center, covering over and held up by two colliding trunks, and from 

which the central branch pierces out to spread a multitude of flora. The Christian 

symbolism is unavoidable, as the pierced hand evokes Christ’s nailed hand and his 

Passion.  This painting also references the traditional vanitas that emphasizes the 

ephemerality of life through the cut plants that will soon expire.  On the other hand, 

despite the inference to torture and death, a sense of life exudes from the yet vibrant 

flowers and the particularly alluring pink backdrop. The new life is actually the primary 

subject of the work, which is dedicated to Alba, Tomasula’s first child.  The artist reflected 

on her birth at the time and the universal implication of this event, albeit miniscule, still 

an “iteration” of continuous evolution (Tomasula 2017b). According to the artist, the 

trunks represent history, while the grafted branches biology, sociology, and culture. The 

apparent thrust and binding reveal Alba ultimately as a product of all these intervening 

forces.   
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3 Tomasula, My Alba, 1998, oil on panel, 42 x 42”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 

 
4 Tomasula, Who Do I Remember When I Remember You?, 2018, graphite on paper, 10 x 8”.  

© Maria Tomasula.                            

 

        

 Tomasula’s belief in the porousness of human boundary was further shaped and 

reinforced through her reading of modern and contemporary philosophy.  She found 

philosophical validation of the connectivity between nature and culture first through 

Spinoza and Deleuze. She then fully absorbed New Materialism, which refined her 

ontology and catalyzed abstract concepts to be visually translatable. New Materialism is 
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a cross-disciplinary posthumanist philosophy that dismantles the anthropocentric view of 

the world and emphasizes the “material turn” that is driven by the primacy of the material.  

All forms of existence, whether human or nonhuman, organic or nonorganic, animate or 

inanimate, are vital agents, intersecting and interpolating one another in tangible ways.  

Donna Haraway believes in the intrinsic connection between all humans and nature, 

pointing out that the human body is only 10% human and 90% microbes of bacteria and 

fungi.  In articulating the ideas, she constructed the new word “natureculture” (Haraway 

2003).   

 The foregrounding of nature in Tomasula’s paintings promotes its agency, 

amplifying its worth as more or the same as human. The act of decentering human as the 

principal factor of life and the world is in full agreement with the New Materialist stance.  

In the earlier works such as My Alba, the artist mixes different plants and conjoins them 

with strings and nails. As she embraces New Materialism, she expands her repertoire of 

assemblage by experimenting with a wide range of objects. Unlike the earlier The 

Structure of Coincidence, the drawing titled Who Do I Remember When I Remember You 

of 2018 (fig. 4), which also outlines a human figure, is composed of dissimilar organic as 

well as decorative items.  Here a piece of salmon, an opened fig, an egg, enoki mushrooms, 

a leaf, a wrapped candy, a ribbon, and various types of beads are interfused to erect a 

humanoid armature with distinct body parts including arms and legs.  It sports a spiritual 

halo of a circle of shiny beads around the egg-head, but also embodies the sexual with the 

fig connoting the reproductive organ. All material units are equal in significance, as the 

same weight is bestowed on them through the careful attention conferred on all the minute 

details. This delineation demonstrates the interconnectivity of all matter, whether human 

or nonhuman, natural or artificial.   

 Tomasula’s paintings inarguably break the illusion of human independence and 

control by patently visualizing human enchainment and inseparability from nature 

through the intermixture that destabilizes boundaries.  She adheres to New Materialism 

in utilizing its terms to explain the objective of her late works.  She writes that her images 

are produced “to promote an ethics and a politics of re-conceptualizing ourselves as 

contiguous with the world.” She states, “we need to see nature as having agency, as part 

of us, and we of it” (Tomasula 2017a). 

 In another work, the reference to human is barely discernible. Echo of 2016-18 

(fig. 5) showcases an accumulation of diverse materials that constitute the main frame 

that is flanked by a hanging pair of tiny metallic hands that evoke milagros, Mexican 
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votive offerings, and crowned by a turquoise oval stone at the top, comprising the head.  

The triangular body is composed of a piece of meat that is overlapped by plants, flowers, 

different rocks including crystallized stones, wood, mushroom, seeds, bird, and insects.  

These elements are not tied or pinned together this time, but they are positioned so tightly 

together that it gives an impression that an excision of even one component would disrupt 

the overall balance and structure of the assembly. Despite the coalescences, each item 

stands out due to the vibrant colors and bright highlights that reveal surface details.  While 

the flowers and pear are refreshed by evident water drops, the stones are enlivened by 

their textural markings and cuts. Even the meat seems alive, as the vein marks that stretch 

forth and up appear infused with life, preventing the healthy bright flesh from rotting.               

 

 
5 Tomasula, Echo, 2016-8, oil on panel, 20 x 16”. 

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 These works are all projections of natureculture with all the integral parts exuding 

energy and strength, regardless of their material origins.  What distinguishes New 

Materialism from the historical Materialism is the abrogation of the dialectic binary 

system and the advancement of the vitalism of the matter (Dolphijn and Van der Tuin 

2012, 85). While the preceding Materialism conceived the material as inert, passive, intact, 

raw substances to be utilized and controlled, the new version believes matter to be 

inherently vital, fluid, animated, and regenerative (Ellenzweig and Zammito 2017, 66).  

This is the core message of Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter that promotes the notion of 

“enchanted materialism,” where all the material agents, however mundane, possess the 



34 
 

“thing-power,” exhibited by their inner capacity to self-direct, change, and organize 

(Bennett 2010, xvi).   

 Tomasula evokes the thing-power directly by means of her painterly process.  She 

fastidiously attends to every minute detail of the subjects, not just to replicate their 

appearance but also to energize them with a pulsating look.  Due to the dramatic theatrical 

presentation, the items project starkly against the dark or intense color background, 

appearing to be “materialized” rather than made, according to the artist, to affirm and 

insist on their physical presence and their innate vivacity (Tomasula 2017a). She employs 

vivid colors, glowing light, and tactile details to communicate that “all matter was 

enchanted, that is, animated by a sort of agency that everything possessed: people of 

course, but also animals, nature and all the stuff of the world” (Tomasula 2017a). The 

inherent regenerative power of nature is alluded to not only by means of color, light, and 

details, but also by the particular compositional lay-out of the constituents in the works.  

The items are usually symmetrically arranged and many of them, as Echo, disclose a 

geometric structure that encloses all the diverse materials. The precise arrangement of 

items that insinuates structure and system point to the self-organizing capabilities of 

nature.   

 The “actant” matter is most formidably promoted by Karen Barad, who draws 

from scientific sources to build her thesis in her groundbreaking 2007 publication, 

Meeting the Universe Halfway.  Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and 

Meaning. Trained as a quantum physicist, Barad forwards the diffraction phenomenon 

that occurs with sound, light, and water that change their projected course when they 

encounter obstructions and slits, such as waves spreading, bending, and overlapping 

around a rock.  She explains that essentially all particles interact (or interfere) with such 

wave activity, resulting in indeterminacy in the material status and fluctuation of 

boundaries.  The constant reconfiguration disrupts the limits of the individual properties, 

thereby validating the fundamental inseparability of all entities. Calling it “agential 

realism,” Barad sees this diffraction phenomenon as a preexisting active process, thereby 

undergoing “intra-action,” where fragments merge to construct a unit, instead of 

interaction, which implies already intact substances coming together (Barad 2007, 135-

85). The intra-activity involves entanglement and becoming, since all matter undergoes a 

ceaseless dynamic operation of interweave and reformulation (Barad 2007, 234-6).  

Applying the ideas of the earlier philosophers as well as quantum physics, Barad stresses 
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the performative nature of matter that is defined by its activity11. No entities are isolated 

and at a standstill; they constantly, mutually entangle with one another and are in the 

perpetual process of reconfiguration.   

 Tomasula produces a series of paintings between 2006 and 2010 that are inspired 

by Mexican home altars and invoke movement. One of them is Please Don’t Go (fig. 6) 

of 2010, which reveals a conglomerate of diverse fruits, flowers, edible goods, decorative 

pieces, adornments, animals, and bones that are all tightly clustered and contained within 

the circular design of the green shrubbery that suggests a whirl. The human, as denoted 

by a skull and two sculptural faces, is an integral part of this miscellany in action. The 

kinetic charge appears to have swept all the divergent objects from their original locations 

and is in the process of transporting them elsewhere to erect them into a new design. The 

spiral, an ancient symbol of evolution and creation, is a dynamic organic motif that points 

to continuous change. The exact rendering and placement of the divergent materials 

insinuate a calculated motion of re-structuring to engender a novel accretion of life. It 

discloses the self-generative power of nature that can induce new forms of multiplicity.    

 From 2016, the assemblages of the heterogeneous fragments gradually become 

more concordant and compatible, evidencing the resultant process of intra-action.   

 

 
6 Tomasula, Please Don’t Go, 2010, oil on panel, 42 x 42”. 

© Maria Tomasula.           
  

 

 

 
11 Coole and Frost state that “matter becomes” not “is” (Coole and Frost 2010, 10). 
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Unlike My Alba that reveals a symbolic glove covering over a pair of tree trunks, River 

of 2017-8 (fig. 7) displays a realistic human hand that is carved out of a tree with multiple 

branches growing out of its fingers. Occupying a mediate position, the hand is completely 

integrated into the plant without the aid of nails or strings. Human and nonhuman 

elements are genetically interwoven to configure a consolidated unit. While the organic 

elements fuse into a human shape in the earlier The Structure of Coincidence, River shows 

the human hand now conforming to the tree form. The assimilation and influence can go 

both ways, putting both human and nature on equal terms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 Tomasula, River, 2017-8, oil on panel, 36 x 24”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 

 When I Was You (fig. 8) of 2014 displays an opened cantaloupe in the center of a 

hybrid structure that locates twisted necks of two blue birds with a rugged crown of thorns 

at the top, and dispenses strings and stalks on the sides that are surrounded by milagros 

of metallic hands and legs hanging by strings and nails against the wall. The martyr theme 

is clearly still prevalent, referenced further by the striking blood-red stain marks in the 

backdrop and withering flowers. This painting appears busy and complicated due to the 

patent allover effect and interweaved contraptions. It showcases an undefinable aggregate 

that evades any category of existence. A body is not required to have all its components 

tightly conjoined and can be a dispersed creation with parts extending out and around the 

core as in this work. Entanglement, referred also as mangle (Pickering 1995), does not 
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yield neat brick-block constructions, as it is an unpredictable, indefinite, creative process, 

made manifest here through all the twisting, turning, stretching, and hanging of the 

objects that, nevertheless, result in a synergetic composite at hand. And the symmetry of 

this new entanglement connotes logic and stability embedded in this madness of intra-

action.       

 Recent works reveal a sense of fundamental transmutation at work. In Star Eater 

of 2017 (fig. 9), all segments are neatly aligned: the central orchid soars with the gliding 

green butterfly wings that stretch to the sides, while a bead necklace and lily branches 

dangle down. Despite of the wide spread of the parts, the overall thrust is directed toward 

the top, helmed by golden scarabs that alternate with pieces of bones. The scarabs, which 

are of course sacred animals in ancient Egypt that represent eternal renewal of life, index 

the self-generative nature of this constellation. The elements are interfused and intra-acted, 

triggering a metamorphosis. They rely on one another to complete this puzzle, as each 

piece mirrors another vertically as well as horizontally, such as the matching wings and 

flowers left and right as well as the orchid counterbalanced by the triangular makeup of 

the metallic beads underneath. No part is dispensable, each playing an equally integral 

role in the process of regeneration. Organic and nonorganic items are entangled to effect 

a new vigorous creation that can catapult itself to the heavens to reach the stars, to procure 

supernatural nourishment. The possibilities of alterations and mutations are endless, 

abounding in imagination and fantasy.   

 

 
 
8 Tomasula, When I Was You, 2014, oil on panel, 42 x 42”.  

© Maria Tomasula.       
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9 Tomasula, Star Eater, 2017, oil on panel, 20 x 16”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 

 This morphogenetic creature in making qualifies as a holobiont, a biological 

concept that Haraway uses to explain an intra-active heterogeneous species (Haraway 

2016, 60). She emphasizes the process of sympoiesis that goes beyond the mutually 

beneficial symbiosis and is characterized by an interpenetration of multiple disparate 

units that collectively organize and congregate (Haraway 2016, 58-67). The result of this 

course is a holobiont, which refers to the entire assemblage of its ever-evolving 

constituents.      

 Another multispecies, sympoietic holobiont is Murmur of 2016 (fig. 10), which is 

an update of the earlier still lifes with a central doll figure in bondage such as Lot (fig. 1). 

The new doll, made up of flower stems, bones, a rubber band, and a seed, is likewise tied 

up and constrained by strings, but the figure appears to be striding forward.  Moreover, 

there is a greater impression of animation with the surrounding flowers: the diagonally                 

placed huge, purple petals at the top appear to be forcefully charging upwards, while the 

orchids in the middle section seem to be fluttering and the leaves underneath thrust 

downwards. All ingredients of this assemblage seem to possess power and dynamism, 

motioning in all directions. At the pinnacle of this aggregate are three golden scarabs 

again, the three directional movements of which are copied by the three yellow-green 

feathers mimicking arrow marks on both sides of the insects. This holobiont of fluid 
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boundaries and allover effect is teeming with bursting life, about to move and transmute 

as a whole. The precise symmetrical alignment reveals its inherent ability to form a 

structure in a systematic manner in the midst of the unpredictable process. Although 

pinned down by nails and strings, this new construction appears to be in transition, 

imparting an added sense that it will not look the same in the near future. It is evolving of 

its own accord. The creature is self-generative and about to shed, connect, and alter as 

time progresses.   

 

 
10 Tomasula, Murmur, 1016, oil on panel, 20 x 16”.  

© Maria Tomasula. 

 

 

 From the perspective of microbiology, all beings including humans are holobionts, 

since all biological entities are largely composed of multiple, mutating microbes. Beside 

the microbes, there are other physical, emotional, mental, spiritual, environmental factors 

inside and outside of a body that interject, intersect, shape, and alter a being without 

ceasing.12 The artist employs her imagination and aesthetic means to bring awareness to 

the inescapable reality of sympoeisis that is present at all times in all surroundings. The 

creative visualization drives the message home, pointing to the fundamental nature of 

 
12 Since the body is inseparable from its environment, Alaimo refers to it as “trans-corporeality” in “Trans 

Corporeal Feminisms and the Ethical Space of Nature” in Alaimo and Hekman 2008, 238.  On the impact 

of emotional forces, see Gregg and Seigworth 2010. 
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matter that is not defined by fixed boundaries, and is in a continuous state of collision and 

evolvement.  

 New Materialists ultimately call for a naturecultural economic, social, and 

political orientation that reexamines the roles of humans in society and nature, obviously 

with ethical overtones to respect all humans and non-humans alike, as they are all 

interconnected and are leveled. The destruction of the earth and nature is already severe 

owing to the anthropocene and capitalocene (Haraway’s idiom for capitalism) that serve 

as the driving force of all actions. Instead of these, Haraway urges chthulucene, another 

of her neologism that derives from the Greek words for “now” and “in or under the earth.”  

She explains the term as “a time place for learning to stay with the trouble of living and 

dying in response-ability on a damaged earth” (Haraway 2016, 2). Hence the title of her 

recent publication: Staying with the Trouble.  Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Despite the 

dire predicament of current times, she is positive, relating stories of regeneration and 

advocating for new possibilities through sympoiesis. 

 As an avid gardener and devoted painter of flowers, Tomasula has always been a 

naturalist, observing and recording the intricate color variations, textures, and minute 

details. Even as she employs the natural subjects for various symbolic purposes, the 

original beauty and intrinsic power within them are never denied. Her highly manipulated 

constructions speak for natureculture. Her reading of New Materialism consolidated her 

own beliefs and refined her works to demonstrate the ever-entangled and ever-becoming 

matter in process. Her respect for all agents of substance is made manifest in her 

mesmerizing paintings of mundane objects that seem to possess so much energy and life. 

They are alive, dynamic, and entangled. Also like Haraway, Tomasula infuses a sense of 

optimism through her faith in the ordinary items that are empowered to transform and 

garner strength. Even when the plants are severed, twisted, and constrained through nails 

and strings, they still stand tall, do not fade, and retain their vibrancy. The combination 

of diverse range of materials represents manifold walks of life coming together, even in 

the midst of trials and tribulations, forming glorious assemblages, or holobionts. Nature, 

human, and thing, all are pivotal and are worthy agents to be reckoned with.    
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Abstract: 

 

Since the second half of the 20th century, there have been various interventions 

in the Fontana (Chaco) urban center featuring different actors linked to Catholicism, 

which transformed its dynamics. Fontana is Fontana is a municipality that integrates the 

Greater Resistance Metropolitan Area (AMGR), located in the northeast of Argentina, 

whose territory was politically consolidated at the end of the 19th century, and its 

foundation with industrial characteristics emerged in 1916, as an industrial city of tannin. 

From the period of the government of Gral. Perón, this industrial site had various 

facilities that implied the insertion of the state presence in the living conditions of the 

workers, among which the school and the church had special relevance. With the advent 

of democracy, in 1983, the Franciscan Order continued the alliance between state and 

society, in relation to the Qom ethnic group by managing the first bilingual school. 

Other interventions of the Fontana’s urban space of the last decade reveal 

religious action, not only catholic, but also of other creeds where the spatial situation of 

the chosen territory symbolically and politically outlined a relevant role of the groups that 

interact in the definition of cultural identity, through institutions in dialogue with the state. 

It is expected to be able to define the strategies of social, political and cultural 

positioning, in relation to territorial construction, undertaken by various actors involved 

in the management of new centers of religious reference installed in the urban center of 

 
13  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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Fontana. Symbolic, political and cultural variables will be analyzed from an 

ethnohistorical approach to make the transformation of identities visible. 

 

Keywords 

Religious – Identity – Territory – Symbolic – Strategies  

 

 

Introduction  

For centuries, urbanization went hand in hand with civilization and customs, as a process 

marked in the transcendence of civilization as the art of living in the city and of living the 

city, a place where the scientific and political plan of this positive evolution began to meet 

with industrialization, then mass production and consumption, a real investment ([Garnier 

2010] Mumford 2010, 9). The image of the city results from the meeting of its natural 

and cultural aspects, thus showing the permanence of certain areas linked to colonial uses, 

and the incorporation of others, related to the industrial revolution.  

In the Chaco Territory, from the colonial period to the mid-nineteenth century, 

attempts at “civilization” and evangelization were numerous and unsuccessful due to the 

special resistance of ethnic groups.  The last mission of the republican period was the 

founding of the Franciscan reduction San Buenaventura del Monte Alto, in the Southern 

Chaco, abandoned after the special situation defined by the War of the Triple Alliance.  

While the Argentine cities of Hispanic foundation already had a territorial 

organization in the urban grid, this reality only took shape at the end of the 19th century 

in Chaco lands. Since the beginning of the conquest of America, religion played a primary 

role in the organization of territories, placing itself at key points and forging a culture 

according to the needs of spatial and social control.  

The religious orders played a role in organizing the territory, together with a long-

lasting element such as the city. Several events had to be overcome in the Chaco Territory, 

political conflicts, the continuous wars between the caudillos, the Triple Alliance war, the 

yellow fever epidemic, until the creation of the Chaco National Territory and the arrival 

of contingents of immigrants, for the definition of urban centers.  

If the location of the main square was central to the foundation plan and the 

concentration of the main political, religious or commercial activities of the colonial city, 

which progressively consolidated the functional centrality, in the case of the industrial 

city of Fontana (Chaco) was the factory. Various complementary functions were 
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concentrated around these industrial enclaves, conditioned by economic, historical and 

political situations.  

The evangelical work of Catholicism, historically linked to the formation of the 

Argentine nation-state, was linked to this centrality of the industrial in Fontana, through 

the implantation of its first chapel during the Period of Government of Perón. This 

represented the beginning of the symbolic appreciation of the presence of the Catholic 

Church in a territory in continuous transformation.  

During the last two decades of the 20th century, new centers of Catholic reference 

were installed in key places in the Fontana´s territory, which represent a spatial and social 

distribution, according to the different political and social circumstances. These had to 

coexist with the integration of referents of various religions.  

From this work, framed in the Research Project Land Management and Planning 

in Northeast Argentina. Analysis, characterization and reflective interaction of recent 

processes of regionalization and metropolization, of the General Secretariat of Science 

and Technology of the UNNE, an attempt is made to make explicit how the various 

religious, civil and state actors position themselves, based on the territorial deployment 

that the church occupies catholic. It is expected to be able to define the strategies of social, 

political and cultural positioning, in relation to territorial construction, undertaken by 

various actors involved in the management of new centers of religious reference installed 

in the urban center of Fontana.  

Symbolic, political and cultural variables will be analyzed to make the 

transformation of identities visible. In order to organize the analysis of the networks of 

actors in urban territory, an ethnohistorical approach was defined, supported by the texts 

of Kapferer, Barth and Platt. 

 

Characteristics of the Fontanense urban territory. Historical urban context  

Fontana is located west of the city of Resistencia, capital of the Chaco province, and is 

part of the Greater Resistencia Metropolitan Area (AMGR). It has a population of thirty 

two thousand twenty-seven inhabitants (INDEC, 2010), with light tertiary and secondary 

activities, of low complexity industrial undertakings. In the development policy 

undertaken by the steps taken since 2006, there is a desire for a cultural resurgence around 

the industry. She is the axis of various projects whose memory and study appear in 

management planning.  
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The urban territory of Fontana has a recent history, in 1916 with the founding of 

the Rio Arazá tanker, by the Fontana brothers, which a few years later was acquired by 

the Anglo-American company La Forestal LTD. It corresponds to a distribution of lots 

and rural lots started in 1878, starting in the Resistencia neighborhood, being 

institutionally formed as the municipality of  Fontana,  in the union of three agro-

industrial conglomerates that resulted from the distribution of lots and rural lots,  

identified with three historical moments, the Fontana's official history recognizes the 

presence of native peoples, the Colonization of the Chaco National Territory in 1878 and 

the arrival of the industry, as a moment in continuity.  

However, this story that consolidates the account of the three cycles of the history 

of Chaco by Guido Miranda (1955), does not mention the situation of the territory before 

the War of the Triple Alliance. Formerly Fontana was under the domain of different ethnic 

groups among which the Qom prevailed, at the end of the 19th century, under the 

command of Cacique Pelayo, towards the end of the 19th century, just before the arrival 

of Italian settlers from Friuli (De Pompert de Valenzuela 2010, 13). At the end of the War 

of the Triple Alliance, the national state had a policy of border consolidation, which 

converged in the creation of the Law of National Territories in 1871 and the Immigration 

and Colonization Law of 1876.  

With the advent of the formation of the Nation State, instrumented in principle by 

the Generation of 80', and continued by successive governments of nationalist dye such 

as General Perón, Fontana joined the hegemonic group by assuming an industrial identity. 

However, other identities also emerged linked to the struggles and demands of the 

unionist groups in the workers' organizations, or of the Qom ethnic groups, which remain 

latent and remain in conflict.  

The urban characteristics of Fontana obeyed the European industrial city models, 

where the organization was linked to a sense of optimization of resources for an efficient 

operation of the productive apparatus (Mariño 2016, 136 a). The city was organized 

around the factory, and this productive space was complemented by those for residence 

and recreation. 

 As of the provincialization of the National Territory of Chaco (Law N° 14.037 of 

August 8, 1951), which called it the Presidente Perón Province, and had as a formal 

reference the Resistencia Colony, it was sought to obtain a municipality status by 

initiating efforts in 1959, and it was finalized in 1973 (Salinas and Beck 2017, 54). Thus 

began a sense of appropriation of the Fontanense territory, promoted by residents of 
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Puerto Vicentini, taking as the first administrative headquarters the home of one of its 

managers, in the tannin town of La Forestal. 

 The municipalization of Fontana was followed by new displacements of the Qom 

population, following urban planning begun in 1968 (Thomson 2016, 127), which 

consolidated the centrality of the urban area of the former La Forestal tanker. The Toba 

neighborhood was created on the border between Resistencia and Fontana, a border point 

between different communities.  

With the closure of the factories, a process that began between 1960 and 1990, 

there was a major economic and social crisis, with emigration in search of new sources 

of employment. The abandonment of the manufacturing centers left areas in disuse, object 

of later use for the purpose of urban expansion and re-functionalization, which at the end 

of the 1980s, began a process of reuse of public lands to create residential neighborhoods. 

These responded to the demand of the residents of Resistencia, who for the first thirty 

years or so used these neighborhoods as a sleeping space, since they worked in 

Resistencia, however currently they are integrated into the Fontanense community 

through various jobs and activities. 

In the last decade, Fontana underwent an important urban renewal from the 

building reconversion of its central area that coincides with the La Forestal LTD tanker 

and with the installation of numerous health, cultural, sports and commercial facilities, 

which generated a different on the possibilities of habitability of the area. New works are 

currently being planned that mean a repositioning of the territory, attentive to 

environmental and functional possibilities. 

 

The first chapel  

The arrival of the Catholic faith in Chaco was an old desire, which, in the case of Fontana, 

could be realized in the melting pot of Italians and Corrientes who worked in agro-

industrial production. Most of the Italian immigrants from Friuli were Catholics, as were 

the Corrientes who worked as laborers or axmen. Among Corrientes, the most widespread 

Marian invocation was that of the Virgin of Itatí, which recalls the appearance of the 

Virgin Mary to the Guarani aborigines in the old Franciscan doctrine of Itatí, in the 

seventeenth century.  

This image can be seen in different hermitages not only in Fontana, but also in 

different towns in La Forestal. Faith and the need to continue with the Catholic tradition 

and the cult of the Virgin of Itatí, converged in the management for the construction of a 
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chapel in the forest town. Until that moment, the closest reference of faith was the 

Cathedral Church, in the Resistance Colony. The same phenomenon occurred in other 

forest towns, which also required the presence of a symbolic reference to link them to this 

new production territory. Starting with the workers 'revolts in the tannin towns of La 

Forestal, and in response to the growing union activity, the employers began a series of 

renovations in the workers' cities, in order to offer better living conditions to the workers. 

The worker and his family rested, recreated, organized, educated, under the restrictive 

conditions of the employer's space (Mariño 2016, 136b).  

With the conquests of the rights of the worker promoted during the government 

of Perón, an opening was achieved to the presence of the National State, and the Catholic 

Church, which even supported the union movements. Towards the end of the 1940s, the 

national state sponsored the construction of churches and schools in various industrial 

towns. 

The possibility of having a chapel in the industrial city of La Forestal was an 

element of interest for all the actors, especially for the workers, who were mostly from 

Corrientes, with a deep Catholic tradition. Its existence in the center of the industrial city 

meant the access of a new actor to a space where the dominance of the bosses was reified.  

The first chapel was founded in 1948, and was dedicated to Jesus of Good Hope, 

just like in other forest towns. It was located in front of the square, in the block next to 

the one occupied by the single and its location had a symbolic character, recalling the 

presence of God, as witness and computer of that community and where the male image 

represented the continuity of a patriarchal order. Currently the chapel has a parish status 

and is served by the Salesian Brothers14 community since 1998. 

 

New religious references  

Towards the end of the 1960s, Fontanense society began to experience new 

transformations as a result of the growing crisis in the industry, which resulted in the 

 
14 The Salesian Order of Don Bosco, arrived in Chaco territory in 1941, with the foundation of an Oratory 

dedicated to Saint Francis of Assisi in the city of Resistencia, which was succeeded by schools. This 

religious order was created in Turin in 1859, and had a special tradition in the evangelization of the national 

territories of Patagonia and Chaco, continuing in the latter, the mission of the Colegio Propaganda Fide, 

which meant contact with the original populations at the time of incursions of the National Army for the 

conquest of the Desert (Nicoletti 2007, 9) refers that the information that Don Bosco had collected to present 

his evangelization project to the Colegio de Propaganda Fide, recorded in his letters and his main report of 

1876 “La Patagonia e le Terre Australi”, he warned that the advance of the army was inexorable and that 

the objective was none other than the elimination of those who inspired his evangelization project: the 

indigenous people. In this sense, he understands that this violence harms his missionary peacekeeping 

enterprise and his project of a land exclusively ad gentes and Salesian. 
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emigration of many of its inhabitants and the displacement of Qom groups that relocated 

to some areas of those who had already been displaced or had emigrated to other 

provinces. In 1969, in the limits of Fontana, in an area bordering the Toba neighborhood 

(located in the jurisdiction of the municipality of Resistencia), a convent of the Poor Clare 

Sisters was founded, located on land donated by an individual for the erection of an 

oratory offered to the Virgin of Fatima 15 . Although the Poor Clares Sisters have a 

contemplative function in the scheme of charisms of the Catholic Church, they are still a 

reference point for the presence of the Catholic Church.  

The presence of the Poor Clares Sisters introduced new forms of relationship with 

the community, in a border area, through the office of the masses16. Initially, this meant a 

conflict due to the displacement inside the oratory of the monastery, of the image of the 

Virgin of Fatima that was lying on a tree, which removed the preexisting community's 

dominion over that space of worship, a situation overcome through thirty years of 

dialogue. 

With the gradual cessation of the various productions that were taking place in the 

taninera de la Forestal, around 1980, the Qom populations returned to settle in the central 

area of Fontana, albeit on the edge, along the railroad tracks. In 1991, planimetric sources 

from the File of the Fontana Municipality's Catastro Directorate revealed a new housing 

nucleus belonging to this ethnic group, which consolidated the layout parallel to the 

FCCNA railway lines.  

In relation to the presence of this Qom nucleus, the neighborhood called Cacique 

Pelayo was formed, whose presence influenced the creation of the first bilingual school 

training establishment in the province of Chaco, specifically in 1986 with the Cacique 

Pelayo Bilingual School. It was located on land adjacent to the homonymous 

neighborhood, a work of the Order of Friars Minors, which, although it does not have an 

evangelizing action, its contribution to intercultural communication and dialogue is 

specified in the possibility of supporting communication and integration actions into the 

territory with the knowledge of the language.  

Contemporaneously with the founding of the Cacique Pelayo Center, other 

evangelizing experiences of Qom communities were those carried out by the María 

 
15 Before the arrival of the Hnas. Poor Clares the image of the Virgin of Fatima was installed in a tree, 

which is why she was known as the Virgin of the Tree, highlighting various beliefs that link nature to the 

image of the Virgin Mary. 
16 According to a nun, “[…] baptisms and weddings were held for which Resistance priests attended for the 

celebrations […]”.  
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Auxiliadora de Jesús order in Formosa. The first school and a Community Development 

Center for the Qom community from the Chaco were built there, coinciding with the 

proliferation of civil associations that emerged on the basis of old leaderships (cacique 

and shamans) in the mid-1990s (Tola 2012, 14). 

This mediating presence constitutes a symbolic signifier in a space that defines 

the border between the territory occupied by the indigenous people and the central space, 

where the main social referents of the Fontanense territory are located and which is 

consolidated with the continuity of the Casa Salesiana Virgen de Itatí. It was located in 

the immediate vicinity, crossing Avenida Alvear, which is parallel to the Belgrano 

Railroad line.  

According to a religious, when they settled in the Salesian house in 1995 “[…] it 

was in the middle of the field, there was a lot of work to do […]” it was located on a 

landfill, currently the surrounding area was urbanized, favored by the realization of works 

sanitation, housing construction and services.  In the Salesian house founded in 1995, 

there was a Theologate, in office until 2008, and since 2018 it changed its function, 

becoming a Training Center for Aspirants and Novices.  

Currently the Salesians continue formation, pastoral and apostolate tasks, 

attending to five soup kitchens for needy children, located in relation to different chapels 

of the Fontanense territory, which are attended by many children from the Qom 

community. Its members carry out a work of animation of ten chapels that are distributed 

throughout the territory, surpassing the central area, and are linked to new neighborhoods 

formed along the old railway line.  

The evangelical presence has achieved a profound action in the identity 

conformation of the Qom ethnic group, of Fontana, as well as of other Chaco villages. It 

was located in more depressed areas associated with the displacement suffered with the 

growth of agro-industrial activity. The arrival of evangelical groups from the mid-

twentieth century, provided the cultural resources to interpret and give new meanings to 

personal and interpersonal relationships, since “the Gospel” meant a turning point with 

the past, of negative connotations, of “ignorance, darkness and war” (Tola 2012, 139a).  

In the last twenty years, the evangelical church has managed to build temples of 

constructive quality, according to an interviewee, and makes visible the shared intentions 

to conquer new faithful, culturally outlining the potential of its actors. This temple brings 

together an important number of faithful, especially those of the Qom ethnic group, whose 
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contact has produced syncretic myths and rites using evangelical rhetoric and aesthetics 

to express their own cosmogony, which helped to reposition themselves (Tola 2012, 139b). 

Other religions have also made their foray around the Fontanense territory. The 

Church of the Latter-day Saints, which does not have and a temple, however has a meeting 

center located south of the railway line, in the direction of the chapel Saint Margarita. The 

Universal Church and Jehovah's Witnesses also have a presence around the less favored 

Creole communities. 

 

Religious marks in the central spaces 

Faced with this growing religious presence, from different creeds, supported by the 

municipality, the urban reconversions experienced in the center of Fontana have left 

spaces of relevance to the Catholic Church. This continues its evangelical work, affirming 

its presence through different territorial brands, especially around the central space, where 

the most relevant symbolic references of Fontan society are concentrated.  

Between 2010 and 2015, the municipal management undertaken by a mayor from 

justicialism17, was one of active transformations in the urban center of Fontana: paving 

the central area, construction of the first hospital, on one of the old oxidation pools, re-

functionalization actions building of the old tanker, reorganization of urban land and 

registration of domain situations. According to numerous interviewees – in December 

2017 – the city has made important progress, however there are different real estate 

projects in relation to the occupation of land, of unknown domain, and lagoons for the 

development of gated communities or towers. According to the development policy 

undertaken by the former mayor, continued by his successor, from the same political party, 

culture and industry were axes around which the steps were planned to make the changes 

visible, visible in the urban reconversion. Since 2015, there has been a reconversion of 

the warehouses of the former Fontana tanker for the implantation of a craft market, 

historical museum, auditorium, radio and mainly the arrival of renowned textile industries 

such as Alpargatas, Cardón and an elevator assembly factory, the latter of little success. 

These development actions linked to industry are supported by an NGO, which 

advocates the construction of a Fontan memory, based on industry and immigration. 

Among the new actions undertaken and supported by the municipality, in agreement with 

FAU UNNE, in 2017 the creation of an inventory of heritage assets emerged. In the 

 
17 Currently said person holds a legislative public office in the nation. 
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inventory, the priority indicated by the NGO was the rescue of Dn's house. Pérez18, a 

former La Forestal worker and trade unionist. He founded his conservation urgency as a 

testament to social value in his responsibility for Fontana's union formation. As in the 

Andean proof, the NGO seeks that each fragment is linked to the name of a genealogical 

ancestor (Platt 2015, 241), an idea that they try to specify in publications, however they 

encountered difficulties in the patrimonialization efforts. There, the integration of 

strategies of negotiation of the collective memory of various groups embodied by the 

descendants of the workers, the first settlers or the new neighbors, settled in the 

neighborhoods of houses built in the last forty years, the work of the specialists and the 

decision of the municipality. In 2017, the municipality of Fontana undertook the 

transformation of the surroundings of the Fortini lagoon, -the organizing element of the 

urban center next to the factory- with the planning of the coastal walk around it, and in 

which a series of murals was generated that represent the Way of the Cross. The artistic 

bet was supported by the NGO, made up of descendants of the first settlers and workers 

from La Forestal and Vicentini.  

In December 2017, the house of Dn. Pérez, a relative of a member of the NGO, in 

order to interview him and make a survey of his home. It was remarkable that although 

he sold half the land, he kept the humble wooden box assigned by La Forestal. 

During the interview, Mr. Pérez pointed out that in 2015 he built an altar to the 

Virgin of Itatí on the shore of the lagoon “[…] the Virgin of Itatí appeared to me in a 

dream and told me that she wanted an altar on the shore of the lagoon […]” he said 

pointing to the Fortini lagoon, in front of his house, the place where he made the order.  

The “baptism of the places” as in Andean territory,  values the coastal space of the 

Fortini lagoon, assigning it multiple key meanings in the workers' memory: the Virgin of 

Itatí as a symbol of the religious culture of the workers, union of trade unionism with the 

Catholic Church,  protection of a space in conflict such as the lagoon as a landscape 

resource, with the intention of baptizing that relic, recalling its original participation in 

the urban conformation of the first workers who inhabited the center of what is now 

Fontana.  

In the coastal area, from which  Dn. Pérez,  there is a population predisposed, such 

as the Andean, to recognize hierophanies, the origin of “historical-cultural constructions” 

through which a population of devotees assumes the task of organizing a “new time”, a 

 
18 Some names have been changed for confidentiality reasons. 
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before and after the miracle, whose appearance frequently coincides with a historical 

crisis, by offering the circumstance to overcome a conflictive past and propose a new 

future (Platt 2018, 620a).  The appearance of the Virgin of Itatí19,  happened according to 

stories, in the seventeenth century, in a Franciscan doctrine of Corrientes, to which he 

gave his name, when a Guaraní saw the image of the Virgin Mary on the stones of the 

ravines of the Paraná River, event that began the conversion of the tribe and the dedication, 

which in successive centuries attracted “promeseros” to Itatí, until today, being a symbol 

of Corrientes identity (Gómez Noviello 2007) .   

With the case of the dream of Dn. Perez, and the subsequent construction of the 

altar to the Virgin of Itatí, the presence of a dominant cult among the workers of the 

industrial stage of Fontana is updated, tending a link to that group of Corrientes workers 

installed with La Forestal, in addition to starting a new Narrative in the collective memory 

(Platt 2018, 620b) Fontanense with the modification of the coastal walk to mark a 

milestone. Among Catholic practices and traditions, the dreams of the faithful are often 

analogous to shamanic sessions, in which conflicts are resolved through communication 

with the saints or the Virgin. 

For the Qom population, the Fortini lagoon also had a supernatural meaning, it 

was the place where the spirits of their ancestors lay, who protected them against the 

attacks and mistreatment of the white population. In a similar way to the cases of San 

Bartolomé in Macha, or Santiago de Pumpuri, the installation of the altar of the Virgin of 

Itatí, by recommendation in dreams to the former trade unionist, was carried out in a 

sacred place where miracles took place since pre-Columbian times (Platt 2018, 620c), 

abandoning such a feature a century ago, with the arrival of industries, which used it as a 

functional space.  

In consideration of the relational and situational conception of cultural identity, 

coined by Frederick Barth (1976), which founds the identity traits of a group in the way 

it uses them to preserve a cultural distinction, it can be observed how the implantation of 

a hermitage de la Virgen, ascribes its actor to a certain group, that of the workers, and the 

inscription of that mark in the territory indicates its position vis-à-vis other ethnic groups.  

If identity is defined in the interaction of ethnic groups that establish categories of 

 
19 The cult of the Virgin of Itatí in the different industrial towns of La Forestal, was disseminated through 

the original workers of the province of Corrientes, of Catholic religion, present in the chapels that the 

company had built between 1948 and 1956, in agreement with the Bishopric of Resistencia. Currently it 

continues and has a leading character in the lives of the inhabitants, although as part of the Catholic Church, 

it also competes with other cults spread in the last thirty years, among those led by evangelicals. 
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ascription and self-ascription within the group, that is, how a group positions itself and 

represents itself, defining borders, where limits are not static and are configured in the 

interaction that flows according to the relationships, the need to affirm their belonging to 

the “founding” group of that industrial town is observed, based on an identity symbol, the 

image of the Virgin. 

 

Conclusions 

When observing the urban transformations of Fontana, changes were revealed consistent 

with a management that the state developed in the municipal and provincial territory from 

its foundation until the 21st century, in the last decade of which a special articulation of 

the cultural policies promoted by the justicialism is observed. Ideologically, certain 

continuities were manifested with the political organization of the 1940s, with a strong 

state presence supported by the Catholic Church, and in the growing unionization of 

workers, when the community delegated the political function to an ideologically related 

group. Various locations of the Catholic Church reveal that its positioning in the urban 

layout was related to the social practices of the different communities, made visible in 

three moments: Industrial apogee – origin in the first sixth decade of the 20th century, 

industrial crisis, since the end of the from the 1960s to 1983 – of reintegration and 

connection with Creole and especially aboriginal communities and urban reconversion, 

in the last decade of the 21st century. The latter with growth and reintegration in symbolic 

areas. The development of cultural and religious actions in the urban area is articulated in 

the proposed action for the benefit of an equitable distribution of the territory, to build 

communality, hence the state, from a democratic point of view, although biased by an 

ideal of a state united to a certain creed. Under the image of a state that provides cultural 

goods in accordance with the values of the descendant community of industrial workers, 

it is invited to participate in the formation of its identity under a model of justicialism of 

the 1940s where Christian values were part of that ideal of nation, and where the network 

of relationships is pre-established. The marks of the Catholic religion constitute an object 

of strong representation due to their symbolic character and visibility that, by their nature, 

implied the link with different stable estates forming an intricate network of political and 

interpersonal relationships that sustain the idea of a municipality linked to the religion. In 

his trajectory he pointed out the limits imposed by a state united to the church and where 

this was a nexus with the community. Although it was open to the power of the state, its 

influence through the church was inexorable against the right to worship. With the 
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privilege given to the continuity of the old forest chapel in the urban center and the 

concession of new reference spaces of the industry, to institutions linked to the Catholic 

Church, it seeks to activate the memory of an industrial community, in which it is shared 

a religion, ideal of the golden age of Peronism. From the insertion of artistic and religious 

practice, an opening to the world and society is presented, marking certain values of those 

identity traits with the integration of works of religious art in the urban fabric. 

The decision of the former trade unionist in the construction of the altar of the 

Virgin of Itatí, signaled the beginning of a new time, highlighted social and political 

tensions (Kapferer 2015, 4) around the resurgence of a worker identity, the formation of 

new power groups and the dispute over territory, as a crossroads of different interests. The 

strength of the union group in relation to the municipal government and the Catholic 

Church, involved in the generation or production of social life, is made visible. Although 

the aboriginal presence around a central space, such as the coastal walk, has not been 

considered in the incorporation of artistic or religious initiatives, with the creation of the 

first Franciscan bilingual school, a possibility of generation of new actors was opened 

politicians in the study of the Qom culture and its relationship with the municipality. 

Through the communication of their culture in the language, their value acquires 

opportunities to reposition themselves politically and the possibility of speaking Spanish, 

it has configured special power relations, since it allows them to negotiate with their 

Creole interlocutors (Tola 2012, 14), and represents the openness to new Qom actors in 

Fontana's social, cultural and political field. These religious brands offer symbolic 

resources that configure a perception of urban reality whose cultural significance in the 

memory and identity of the Fontanense community varies according to the affiliation and 

border groups. In the possibility of the manifestation of the culture of different groups, 

and in their modes of alterization, identities are defined, which challenge a mode of state 

nomination and a univocal identification, where awareness of the different religious 

marks of the Fontanense territory indicates new opportunities for the consolidation and 

transformation of its society. 
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Abstract: 

 

This paper deals with the strong political-religious dimension that customs 

acquired in 15th-century Castile, when there was a growing identification between 

appearances and routines of life, and beliefs and faith; between what was conceived as 

the “external” and the “internal” private sphere of the subjects. This process was 

fundamental in the transition experienced in this century between a time of porous 

relations between different religious groups, and another of cultural rigidity and 

segregation. This transformation required the convergence of sectors of the Church and 

the monarchy to intervene in more areas of the domestic life of Christian and converted 

families and in the preservation of their orthodoxy, which affected their relationship with 

the Jewish and Muslim communities. 

The moral and doctrinal texts of the archbishop of Granada, Hernando de Talavera 

(1430-1507), an author who precisely distinguished between faith and the grace of the 

heart granted by God, and cultural and religious practices, will be used to delve deeper 

into the process. His work shows the long way that had been taken in the debates between 

belief/works and the fusion between political and religious precepts.  Analysis from this 

perspective allows us to affirm that conversion lost credibility, as the idea that lineage 

and cultural identity were inalienable gained ground. Along the same lines, it was derived 

 
20  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3708-8301
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that the coexistence of different religions was a source of contagion, syncretism and 

conflict, and that clear borders had to be established between the different religions, 

largely dependent on the appearance and networks of relationships. This led to the 

constitution of social groups on the margins of the body politic. The 15th century in 

Castile testifies to a substantial change in the way of conceiving the relationship between 

custom, identity, religion and politics, an early laboratory of the transformations that 

European monarchies underwent throughout the first century of the modern era. 

 

Keywords 

Religious conflict – Identity – Hernando de Talavera – Social Habits – Exclusion – 

Social Borders – Conversion – Jewish and Muslim communities – Castile – 15th 

century  

 

 

Introduction 

This paper is interested in the ways in which religious and cultural boundaries were 

constructed in 15th century Castile and their impact on the profile of the political society 

that was defined. The subject is framed in a long process of transition in this century 

between a moment of porosity in the relations between different religions, and another of 

cultural rigidity and segregation. The text focuses on the superlative dimension that 

customs acquired in it; on the growing identification between appearances and routines 

of life, and beliefs and faith. This affected both collective and individual levels; among 

others: the compulsory conversion of minorities who were left out of the body politic, the 

confusion between the external and internal jurisdiction upon the subjects, the 

intervention of the monarchy in their life at the hand of the church and the generation of 

internal borders in the face of the new converts. 

 The empirical case focuses on the life and work of Hernando de Talavera (1428 

or 1430-1507), confessor to the queen Isabel I, bishop of Ávila and archbishop of Granada, 

who represents a point of arrival of the changes of the 15th century. This Hieronymite 

monk, professor at the University of Salamanca, ascetic and reformer was a figure 

conscious of his role as representative of two institutions, both the Church and the 

monarchy, in the reign of the Catholic Monarchs. He was a man deeply aware of the 

changing social, religious and political fabric in which he lived (Iannuzzi 2009, 144-145; 

Salomons 2017, 661) and of the most powerful intellectual debates such as conversion by 

persuasion or by force, and the relationship between divine grace and religious customs 

and practices to identify the good Christian; and of the most pressing social debates 
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between those who advocated the segregation of Jews and Mudejars and the 

discrimination of Judeo-converts (and later Moriscos) irrespective of their orthodoxy. 

 The scenario points to a historical process of the construction of internal borders 

within the polity of the kingdom and the Christian community. To examine this process 

in the Iberian Peninsula is to ask why difference became a problem and how this 

difference was managed. As is well known, from the 12th century onwards law and 

religion converged in a long process that judicialised the Church (Catalina 2020). In the 

second half of the 15th century there was an attempt to reverse such an extreme process 

that had distanced the subjects from grace and faith, but unlike Martin Luther’s proposal, 

in Castile the way out involved the juxtaposition between faith and daily habits, between 

family origin and public stand, between religion and politics. 

 After the violent conversions resulting from the pogroms of 1391, the ethno-

religious origin of the new Christians did not pose a problem for half a century. Until 

1449 there was a certain fusion between the converse and the old Christian elites, a 

process of assimilation, not so much acculturation, which favoured a remarkable social 

success of these groups as new opportunities opened up for them in the cities, noble and 

episcopal courts. In 1449, the relationship between these different communities broke 

down, expressing tensions on the religious-political, socio-economic and ethno-cultural 

levels, especially in the cities, where the Hebrew aljamas had been concentrated since the 

14th century. In Toledo, the conflict against the city's converts was expressed in 

formulations based on race, as was the so-called “Sentencia-Estatuto de Pedro Sarmiento”, 

by which Christians of Hebrew origin were suspected of crypto-Judaism and forbidden 

access to public offices. 

 The intellectual debate that triggered this conflict was very intense. Many thinkers 

in positions of power in Castile and at the Roman pontifical court were scandalised by 

what were “doctrinal innovations” in open contradiction to the canons of the Church. 

They claimed that some of their approaches were heretical, as they did not consider 

Christian sacraments to be above determinations of blood and lineage. The debates took 

place in theological, philosophical and juridical terms, which had socio-political 

implications as they discussed the model of the political community of the kingdom and 

the boundaries of it. 
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The Intellectuals in their maze 

Before examining some of Hernando de Talavera's texts, we briefly review the positions 

of Alonso de Cartagena and Alonso de Oropesa, who are his most direct intellectual 

fathers. Looking at their texts, we will be able to observe the long road travelled by the 

forms of argumentation of all of them and how much the scenario of social problems and 

intellectual debates changed between 1450 and 1500. The bishop of Burgos, Alonso de 

Cartagena (1385-1456), a man of vast culture, who held diplomatic functions and offices 

for the Roman and Castilian churches, wrote around 1449-1450 the Defensorium Unitatis 

Christianae. Expressively titled, the work is conceived as a true defence of Christian 

converts from Judaism, with a juridical argumentation. By developing a systematic 

exegesis of biblical texts and the Church Fathers (a methodology that points to Italian 

philological-humanist notions), the author defends the unity and equality of all Christians 

after receiving the sacrament of baptism (Rosenstock 2002, 6-12). The bishop claims that 

to insinuate otherwise goes against the teachings of the Church and ignores the sacrifice 

Christ made to wash away the sins of mankind: no good Christian can be denigrated on 

the basis of lineage or time since conversion. 

 Alonso de Oropesa (14?-1468), general of the Hieronymites and charismatic 

preacher, wrote at the same time as Cartagena his Lumen ad revelationem Gentium, 

commissioned by the archbishop of Toledo, Alonso Carrillo, and King Henry IV, to whom 

he was adviser. The work was written approximately between 1450 and 1465. As can be 

seen, both authors were influential men at court, as was an author who was at their 

ideological antipodes: the Franciscan Alonso del Espina (14?-after 1464). The latter wrote 

his Fortalitium Fidei, a furious anti-conversion and anti-Semitic text, in 1457-59, when 

he was already Henry IV's confessor. This shows the fierce competition for the space of 

collective representations between different ideas about the monarchy, the church and the 

social body. 

 The Lumen argues that Jews should live separately from Christians and that 

Judaising converts should be firmly punished, but that converts are, above all, Christians 

and that, regardless of their origin, they should be treated, warned or commended, the 

same as others. As in the case of Cartagena, the argumentation is theological and 

philosophical, although this author does not focus his discourse on the sacrament of 

baptism but on the sacrament of communion, the eucharist, which gathers all Christians 

into one organic body of Christ (Sicroff 1982). 
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 Oropesa uses a variety of sources, but he draws profusely, not by chance, on the 8 

homilies of John Chrysostom, the 4th-century patriarch of Constantinople, who wrote the 

harshest accusation ever made by the Fathers of the Eastern Church against Christians 

who associated with Jews. Chrysostom accused those who rested on Shabbat, those who 

went to the synagogue because they enjoyed the more solemn and showy festivals, such 

as listening to the shofar on Rosh Hashanah or following the fasts on Yon Kippur; those 

who underwent circumcision and made pilgrimages to Israel. Resurrecting opinions at a 

time of ritual indefinition in Byzantium helped Oropesa's aims. 

 The Hieronymite general defends in soteriological and theological terms in 

defence of the unity of the Church and does not spare any attack on the Jews, knowing 

the strong social questioning of the defence of the converts and the pressure that the 

Franciscans had been exerting since 1460 on other orders, particularly the Hieronymites 

for the purity of the faith. Oropesa turns the accusatory arguments against the Judeo-

Converts on their head and denounces their persecutors as worse than schismatics, Jews 

and heretics because they make unfounded accusations, believe more in family origin 

than in Christ and weaken the people of God, as they divide the church and hinder the 

evangelisation of the gentiles. Pope Nicholas V called heretics those who discriminated 

against converts from Judaism in his bull of 1449. 

As a logical consequence and safeguarding his risky argument, he is led to 

conclude that true Christians should not associate with Jews, especially, like Chrysostom, 

he recommends that they should not be circumcised, not rest on the Sabbath and not 

participate in synagogue rites. As can be seen, the stage of the conversation was already 

well established. It had slipped into the necessary separation of faith communities and the 

definition of Christian orthopraxis. Oropesa conceived religion as law, in an old fashion 

way close to the Old Testament or the Torah, as a rule of life; he emphasised that religious 

rites, sacraments and ceremonies should be respected with neatness, while absolutely 

avoiding the practices of other religions. Obviously, these approaches undermined the 

daily life of many converted families, their kinship and friendship networks, their 

professional associations, their residence and business in certain neighbourhoods, their 

preferences in diet, clothing and medicines. 

 

Seville, 1474: others’ habits 

In 1474, the invitation to the Catholic Monarchs and the denunciation of the prior of the 

Dominican monastery of San Pablo in Seville, Alonso de Ojeda, about the situation in 
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Seville, led to the scrutiny not only of Christians of Jewish origin, but also to an emphasis 

on diverse customs and practices as a way of identifying errors of faith. The commission 

assembled under the leadership of the archbishop of Seville, Pedro González de Mendoza, 

decided to impose the following of the catechism, before taking more severe measures. 

Almost simultaneously, the newly inaugurated monarchy of the Catholic Monarchs was 

contemplating the need to intervene more intensively in the government of the cities, to 

weaken the recruitment methods of the aristocratic factions in these areas and to rely on 

Rome to legitimise its position in order to impose itself on the church. Alonso de Ojeda 

directed the establishment of the Inquisition in Seville from 1480.  

 Hernando de Talavera, a man concerned with the Church and the Kingdom, with 

pastoral and civil government, epitomised in his life and work the tense collaboration and 

competition between the monarchy and the Church for the direction of ecclesiastical and 

social reforms in a context of cohabitation between important minorities. 

 Talavera experienced the two most delicate scenarios in the milestones in relations 

between them, which were Seville in 1479-80 with the Jewish converts and Granada, 10 

years later with the Muslims. In both he followed the same policy. In Seville, backed by 

Archbishop Pedro González de Mendoza, he attempted the conversion by persuasion of 

the Jews and the advancement of the education and integration of the Judeo-converts into 

Sevillian society. In Granada, his aim was twofold: 1) to convert the Muslims by 

demonstrating the virtue and merit of the Christian religion; and 2) to demonstrate 

patience and condescension in the process of acculturating the Moors by accepting a 

certain degree of idiosyncrasy in their celebrations and ways of life. In reality, their 

strategy was in tune with the Capitulaciones of Granada, respectful of the Muslim 

community that continued to live there (Galán Sánchez 2010; Coleman 2003). 

The hagiography of the archbishop, which began almost during his lifetime, has 

underlined Talavera's empathetic pastoral practice towards the Muslims: his dialogue with 

the alfaquies, his learning of certain Arabic words, the confection of the works of his 

Hieronymite confessor, Pedro Alcalá, which denote a pastoral practice of the archbishop 

in Granada or his permissibility towards their rites21. Perhaps because of his background 

as a professor of Moral Philosophy in Salamanca, Talavera seems to distinguish that 

cultural traditions do not reflect beliefs and faith. 

 
21 A revisionist example in Scotto 2015. 
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 His own texts illustrate the issues that concerned him and his approaches. His 

work has attracted attention because it is made up of minor treatises in response to specific 

commissions or specific problems, which does not seem appropriate for a man of vast 

theological and philological culture, situated in the political front line. It consists of eight 

treatises on how to dress and wear shoes, how to eat, on the vice of murmuring and 

speaking ill of others, how to pray, how to spend one's time, what are the holidays to keep 

among others. Although the treatises are difficult to date because they were all printed at 

a late date, 1496, there is agreement that they must have been composed between 1475-

1478, when Talavera was prior of the monastery of Santa María de Prado in Valladolid 

and recently appointed adviser and confessor to Isabella I, who was facing a war that 

called into question her mandate between 1476 and 1479. The treatise on dress and shoes 

can be reliably dated by the polemic to which he responded in 1477 (Castro Martínez 

2001, 12-13). 

The archbishop also composed a brief compendium of what every Christian 

should know: the various prayers, the sacraments, the commandments, the 7 deadly sins, 

behaviour in church, the fasts to be followed, the feasts to be observed and the tithes to 

be paid. They were all written in Spanish, which indicates a desire to reach a wide 

audience. The subject matter of these texts suggests that Talavera saw the need to establish 

clearly the doctrinal, sacramental and moral outlines, including the religious and daily 

routines of ideal Christians. Their publication in 1496 in the printing press of Granada 

denotes the relevance that the author gave them, given the close interaction between 

Muslims and Christians and the evangelising aims of the Mudejar population, the 

majority in his diocese (Jonhston 2013 and 2015). 

 

Three texts to instruct 

A few notes on three of these texts allow us to situate the scene of debate in the last decade 

of the century. The Tratado contra murmurar y decir mal (Treatise on gossip and slander) 

belongs to the genre of the vitia lingua that proliferated in the 15th century. The treatise 

is an initial condemnation of a custom considered unchristian, excessive talking, a real 

obsession of the archbishop, also related to idle and crazy life, a cross-cutting theme in 

all his treatises. But curiously, of the wide range of possibilities presented by the genre, 

from mockery to obscenity and praise, Talavera chose to focus his text on slander and 

defamation. The seriousness of the sin of gossiping lies in the fact that one cannot 

compensate for one's damaged reputation, but also in the fact that this is an exercise that 



64 
 

is carried out everywhere, especially in the streets (Talavera 2020c). Let us bear in mind 

to give more value to the approach chosen by Talavera that, since the thirteenth century, 

murmuring was not considered a venial or mortal sin. Talavera focuses on this sin in a 

growing inquisitorial context of accusations, denunciations and persecutions that have the 

capacity to profoundly affect social life and ruin the family, particularly in towns. Talavera 

makes a strong point through the concept of fama, a political term that he applied to 

everybody, regardless of their religion (Pascua Echegaray 2019, 250, 54). 

 The Tratado sobre el vestir, comer y beber (Treatise on Dress, Eating and 

Drinking) was written in 1477 in the context of the reaction of the lords and oligarchies 

of Valladolid to the bull of excommunication issued by the bishop of the city dictating 

rules on dress. Talavera's position is categorical: judges and ecclesiastics are appropriate 

legislators in these matters because they are the supreme authorities of Christians, 

mediators between the believer and the faith. The terms of argument are not of canon law, 

but of public morality, decency and honesty; the realm of the Church (Castro 2001, 12-

13). By 1480, how one dressed, wore, ate, drank and fasted had become a topic of 

discussion affecting a republic of Christian contours. Appearance comes to the forefront 

of political-religious polemic and the provisions of Christian morality become 

prescriptive. 

 Let us  dwell on the Breve forma de Confesar o Confesional (Brief Form of 

Confession), written around 1475, a manual for the instruction of confessors and penitents, 

which organises vices and sins around the commandments. Seventy-one percent of the 

sins are against the first commandment, to love God, in which the sin of pride plays a 

major role. This indicates that the text was written with ecclesiastical leaders and rulers 

in mind, as opposed to manuals that focus on greed, more suited to audiences of merchants 

and bankers. As is customary in the moral theological treatise, the Confessional includes 

ecclesiastical law and advice on a wide range of topics, from the payment of tithes and 

first fruits to the rules of marriage. But unlike the genre, when it deals with the world of 

the laity, it does not divide them into states, making all penitents an indistinct group, 

which emphasises the status of Christianity above all other circumstances. The work may 

have been addressed to the queen herself and used in the evangelisation of Granada 

(Ladero 2020, 112, 109; Folgado García 2011). 

 As it was conceived as a brief guide, Talavera must have made an important 

selection, so he chose what he considered essential. In first place, in terms of the number 

of mentions, are the allusions to clerics. It is striking that he has suppressed considerations 
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on the powers, function and practice of the confessor to make overwhelming notes on 

what they should not do and what dishonours the office22. The neat zeal that the clergy 

should have towards their office, the reform and vigilance of what they do also affects the 

impact of their actions. Among the criticisms is the one that accuses preachers whose 

harangues can inflame the spirits of the listeners and provoke disturbances: “they preach 

something that is not very necessary for the good of God, if the people are scandalised by 

it, taking the opportunity to do some sin or mischief” (Talavera 2020b, 163). 

 Segregation is openly the model for the treatment of infidels and heretics. The 

aspects it prohibits are reminiscent of the unfulfilled laws of 1412 and make coexistence 

impossible in any sphere23. They sin even those, lay or clerical, who ask in their prayers 

for their salvation. In dealing with other sins, the segregation of Jews and Muslims is not 

forgotten: the impediment of marriage between infidel and Christian; neither is the case 

of separation on the grounds that husband or wife is a heretic (Talavera 2020b, 154). One 

cannot swear on books of other religions or by Mohammed in any public act (Talavera 

2020b, 159) and anyone who buries a heretic is condemned (Talavera 2020b, 155). The 

suspension of obedience to those excommunicated, even if they are princes and lords, 

completes the picture of the construction of impassable frontiers for religious 

considerations. Talavera is not in favour of forced and sudden baptism. In this his 

divergence from Cardinal Cisneros is evident: thus, when dealing with the sacrament of 

baptism, for the sake of its correct administration among adults, he demands that the 

person be informed and taught, for at least 8 months, the meaning of the faith (Talavera 

2020b, 144; Iannuzzi 2009, 305-312). 

 The frequent connection of heretics, excommunicated and infidels, a semantics 

put into circulation by the “Sentencia Estatuto” and by Alonso del Espina, although in a 

calmer tone, results in the confusion between minorities and converts. In fact, he argues 

that all Christians sin if they do not help “so that heretics may be compelled to keep the 

 
22  When they debate the faith before the people, pray in their prayers for excommunicated or heretics 

(Talavera 2020b, 142); they are absent from their churches (Talavera 2020b, 143), they celebrate the 

canonical hours with excessive dancing, music and singing in church, they do not administer the sacraments 

well (Talavera 2020b, 144, 146, 147-49); they do not take care of liturgical objects, vestments and 

ornaments or misuse the churches and their goods; they gain access to ecclesiastical dignities in an improper 

way (150-51); they ask for money for showing relics, take part in fights, pressure judges to obtain a 

conviction or learn medicine or law (Talavera 2020b, 154, 156, 162). 
23 Not giving them trades, employing them in houses, bringing up their children, using the services of their 

apothecaries, doctors and midwives, sharing baths with them or allowing them not to wear external signs 

and to go out at Easter (Talavera 2020b, 137). 
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faith they have received”. We are, then, before a militant community of Christians who 

must put pressure on rulers and prelates to make norms compulsory (Talavera 2020b, 137). 

 Of the rites that used to be repeated as proper to the Judeo-converts because of 

their relations with their former co-religionists, only Sunday rest remains. However, it is 

detailed in profusion, distinguishing between bodily labour, buying and selling, and 

games (Talavera 2020b, 160). There is no mention of circumcision and participation in 

synagogue celebrations, but the emphasis has shifted to the regulation of social life as a 

whole. In fact, it has been said that conscience is the protagonist of this treatise (Iannuzzi 

2009, 205). Indeed, the attitudes of restraint, correction, moderation, circumspection and 

temperance, recollection and discretion characterise the iron self-control to which the 

good Christian must submit. The list of censured activities and attitudes is very extensive 

against all forms of feasting and merrymaking, of leisure and conversation, of regal and 

sensual life. The idea is repeated when touching on every commandment and sin, from 

dances to soft beds, from hunting to table games (Talavera 2020b, 141, 154, 163-65). 

Even in wedding celebrations or in the expression of mourning he disapproves of excesses 

(Talavera 2020b, 152, 155). This makes paradoxical the idea that the archbishop could 

allow the Moors to play their instruments and dance in his celebrations, as his later 

hagiography tells us.  

 

"Public" versus "secret" 

This strict discipline of daily life already appears in the Breve forma de cómo emplear el 

tiempo, a work dedicated to María Pacheco, Countess of Benavente, which is a praise to 

work and prayer; an ideal portrait of the noble house as if it were a monastic cloister: 

silence and recollection, discipline and hourly routines, prayer and fasting, intellectual 

work and manual labour (Talavera 2020a, 77-91; Codet 2010-11, 1-18). The mistress, like 

an abbess, administers the service and the estate. There are almost no differences between 

the rules for the noble house and those of the convent of the Cistercian nuns of Avila for 

whom she wrote a treatise on monastic life (Codet 2015, 240-46). 

 The entry of the Church into the intimacy of the subject is made manifest in the 

confession. The text intensifies in describing the detail of the person who sins by not 

being honest with what he confesses, boasts about what he has done, does not repent with 

sincere sorrow, does nothing but answer what he is asked or hides the aggravating factors 

of his action (Talavera 2020a, 149). Talavera demands an absolute openness of the 

conscience of the faithful to the scrutiniser. This juxtaposition between the personal and 
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the social, the intimate and the collective is again evident in two more commandments. 

In the fourth, the archbishop places the obedience due to father and mother below that 

due to the king and his justice and to the spiritual prelate (Talavera 2020a, 161). At this 

point, Talavera identifies the governmental and pastoral instances. In the eighth 

commandment (not to lie), Talavera delves into the long debate in Christianity between 

belief, word and deed. Its pre-eminence has become a key debate in fifteenth-century 

society. 

 Talavera begins the epigraph by saying: “Mentir acontesce no solamente por 

palabras mas aun por obras, así que peca contra este mandamiento el que por la boca dize 

el contrario de lo que tiene en su coraçon, aunque sea por saluar a sí mesmo ni a todo el 

mundo de la muerte […]”24. This is an extreme opinion for a context in which forced 

conversions, pogroms, trials and statements under torture were well known. The sentence 

is formulated in a general way as a principle for all subjects. However the emphasis on 

the idea that one should say and do what one believes internally, may imply that Talavera 

got in mind the social suspicions against the new Christians. 

 Paradoxically, when entering into the sin of irony or dissimulation linked to the 

eight commandment of lying, he affirms that if someone: “aunque sea malo en secreto, 

en público guarda la honestad en hábito y en obras a que es obligado, no peca en ello, 

antes pecaría si así no lo hiciese: como si algún clérigo fuesse luxurioso pero en la yglesia 

y oficio diuinal guardasse la honestad a que es obligado”25. 

The example illustrated by the sentence points to the clergy and to a long-running debate 

connected with the quality of the clergyman and the validity of the sacrament 

administered, since it affirms that those who honour their office do no wrong at all, even 

if "in secret" their integrity is doubtful. 

 Analysing the Catolica Impugnation, Scotto has highlighted the different answer 

Talavera gives when he discusses what is more important in conversion, in which God-

given grace takes precedence over the will of the believer, and when he speaks of the 

moral behaviour of Christians in which education and practices take precedence (Scotto 

2019, 313). In this case, again, Talavera is not that much falling in a plain contradiction 

 
24 “Liying happens not only by words but also by deeds, so that he sins against this commandment who by 

his mouth says the opposite of what he has in his heart, even if it is to save himself and the whole world 

from death [...]” (Talavera 2020a, 166). 
25 “[…] although he is bad in secret, in public he keeps the honesty in habit and in works to which he is 

obliged, he does not sin in this, but would sin if he did not do so: as if some cleric were lusty but in the 

church and in his daily office he keeps the honesty to which he is obliged” (Talavera 2020a, 167). 
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with the previous sentence, but in a subtlety: in the case of public offices what is done in 

“secret” is secondary to what we do in the performance of our duties. Secret is a term of 

the time and does not mean private, but what is done outside the sight of others. It is a 

concept related not to the subject, but to the object (what we do or be), and to the place 

this is carried out. The word was connected to heretics since the 13th century and to the 

Jews in the 15th century. 

 This religious who legislates down to the smallest recesses of human conscience, 

while exposing the subject to the dazzling light of ecclesiastical judgement, allows that 

for his ministers, in the face of the imperfection of human nature, what is done in the 

“secret” sphere is not sinful, if the function is well exercised. 

We will not deal with the Católica Impugnación here, although it is the 

culmination of Talavera's thought. Written around 1480 (incunabula of 1487), precisely 

when he was appointed bishop of Ávila, and when the courts of 1480 were segregating 

the Jews in the Castilian cities to avoid contagion, it is the most complete presentation of 

his ideas about what the religious community should be and, therefore, those who are 

outside its margins (Iannuzzi 2009, 158-162; Salomons 647-648). Echoing Alonso de 

Cartagena, Talavera advocates Christian unity through baptism and the sacraments, a faith 

that demanded one church and one kingdom. Echo of Vicente Ferrer, he defends a 

historical argument by which finally comes the “Christian republic” that “es como reino, 

que es la más perfecto de las policías y repúblicas”26. 

With this vision he liquidated the separation between the values and aims of the pastoral 

function of the church and the governing function of the monarchy. In reality, government 

became legitimate as long as it was placed at the service of evangelisation and the 

sacramentalisation of society under a sovereign church (Villacañas Berlanga in Catalina 

2020, 206-207). 

 As his pastoral practice shows, our author distinguished between the honesty of 

the faithful's beliefs and cultural idiosyncrasies, but his work denotes the long journey 

that had taken place in and the fusion of political and religious precepts. Sacralising social 

life meant giving whoever ruled the Church the legitimacy to define the boundaries of the 

body politic and intervene in social life.  Boundaries towards minorities went from 

engaging in theological-philosophical controversies to discussions about their ability to 

“infect” others’ religion. With converts, similarly, Boundaries towards converts, similarly, 

 
26 “[...] is like a kingdom, which is the most perfect of police and republics” (Talavera 2019, 47). 
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moved from debates about their orthodoxy, to their ortopraxis to their cultural features: 

about how they “looked like”. It is well known the instruction recommended to the 

Moriscos around 1500 by Talavera in which he advises them to appear Christian even in 

their gait and to forget all their practices from birth to death (Ladero Quesada 2020, 39; 

Salomons 2017, 658, n. 69). The laws he published in 1498 are, likewise, a clear 

demonstration of the religious compulsion and uniformity of social life for the entire 

population of Granada over the age of 8. Nor do the criticisms of the priest of Palacios, 

Andrés Bernáldez, against the conversos in 1500 for their smell, food and character have 

anything to do with belief and faith. As external differentiating traits became accusatory 

traits, politics became a holistic inspection of public and private life. 
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Abstract: 

 

On June 10, 1770, a Spanish expedition under the command of Juan Ignacio de 

Madariaga expelled the British garrison that had established itself on Trinidad Island 

(north of Grand Malvina Island). On this occasion, the Spanish military superiority was 

so evident that the British chiefs had no alternative but to agree on the best terms to be 

allowed to return to their land.  

This episode is well known above all for its consequences. The crisis of 1770 

refers to two facts singularly emphasized in books on the period: a strong diplomatic 

confrontation that almost led to war between the Bourbon crowns and the United 

Kingdom and the solution of that same confrontation through concessions to the English 

that Charles III would have accepted in a "secret clause", for which he was later heavily 

criticized.  

In this paper, however, I would like to focus on the moments preceding the 

expulsion, the period of negotiations between Commander Juan Ignacio de Madariaga 

and his British counterparts William Maltby and George Farmer. The brief oral and 

written exchange between them will be the basis of a situational analysis where the voices 

embodying the interests of the entangled empires allow us to access uses in the field of 

the notions of sovereignty, force and politics. 
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responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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Introduction 

On June 10, 1770, a Spanish expedition under the command of Juan Ignacio de Madariaga 

expelled the British garrison that had established itself on Trinidad Island (north of Grand 

Malvina Island). The site, called Port Egmont by the English, Port de la Croissade by the 

French and Port de la Cruzada by the Spanish, was a distant but hot spot of conflict 

between European crowns since 1765.  

The episode is well known and has been consigned by historians of all levels and 

inclinations especially for its consequences. The 1770 crisis in the South Atlantic speaks 

less to the scuffle between the Spanish and British naval forces off Port Egmont than to 

two events triggered by it: the strong diplomatic confrontation that almost led to war 

between the Bourbon crowns and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and the solution 

to that same confrontation, the “secret promise” made by the British court to the Spanish 

ambassador in London. The Prince of Masserano would have made written concessions 

to “save the honor” of the English in exchange for an oral promise of definitive eviction 

from the islands, for which both the Prince of Masserano and Charles III were as criticized 

in Spain (Torre Revello 1952, 11-12) as George III was in England, since the political 

opposition that asked to review the documentation in Parliament assessed that he had 

resigned sovereignty over those South Seas (Groussac 1936, 21).  

It has always been considered that politics was made in the courts or, by other 

means, in wars. In this paper I would like to focus on the nature of the exchanges that 

took place at Port Egmont between the men who negotiated on the ground in the moments 

leading up to the eviction of June 1770. I propose that the brief period of negotiations 

between Commander Juan Ignacio de Madariaga and his British counterparts William 

Maltby and George Farmer –documented in some written notes and in a capitulation– can 

be analyzed in a simple political key. My hypothesis is that in this way we can access 

formalized and polemical, but not theoretical, uses of the notions of sovereignty, force, 

rights and politics, trying to overcome, in this way, divergences between “histories from 

above and histories from below” of inter-imperial conflicts (Herzog 2015, 5). 
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The historiography and the documentation used 

The first publication that brings together sources on this Crisis as well as a scholar 

interpretation mounted on them dates from 1910. Paul Groussac, then Director of the 

National Library of Buenos Aires, published in the sixth volume of the journal Anales de 

la Biblioteca an extensive study written in French on the sovereign dispute surrounding 

the Malvinas archipelago, followed by a small but valuable documentary appendix in 

Spanish (Groussac 1910, 401-579). 

The strong impact of Groussac's work in Spanish (1936) is due to the fact that it 

establishes the foundational corpus to address the problem of Argentine sovereignty over 

the Malvinas Islands as well as the first canon to interpret it historically28. That small set 

of documents published for the first time in Spanish and from a state institution contains 

–among other documents29– the first Spanish version of the State Papers relating to the 

1770-1771 incident30. The short version of Groussac's interpretation tells more or less the 

following: that the English had known of the existence of the French establishment since 

the time of Byron and McBride (1765), that they were still established in Puerto Egmont 

–which he locates as “a point on the southeast coast of Saunders Island, in front of Keppel 

or Vigie Island”– and that this presence had been noticed by the French and Spanish 

almost immediately. That after the transfer of the French establishment of Port Saint-

Louis to the Spanish government, Minister Arriaga's instructions to the governor of 

Buenos Aires (Francisco de Paula Bucareli y Ursúa) clearly pointed to the expulsion of 

the intruders. Concerning the events of 1770, he summarizes that the commissions of 

Fernando Rubalcava (January/February 1770) and Madariaga (May-June of the same 

year), ended with the capitulation signed by Farmer and Maltby, which he characterizes 

as moderate conditions (Groussac 1936, 130). The subsequent British claim, the Spanish 

concessions signed by Masserano, the secret clause and –above all– the celebrations in 

France, which would not be involved in another war against Great Britain, make up the 

rest of the picture.  

 
28 As far as the diplomatic problem is concerned, mostly known as the Malvinas question, the foundational 

corpus is established by the memorial presented to His Britannic Majesty by Manuel Moreno in 1833, on 

which Groussac does not deprive himself of formulating some severe criticisms. 
29 Like Bougainville's letter from Buenos Aires of February 8, 1767 (p. 171), or “Carta a un amigo” (Letter 

to a friend) from the franciscan Sebastián Villanueva, from Malvinas, April 25, 1767 (pp. 172-173). 
30 These are some letters exchanged between Mr. James Harris and Lord Weytmouth between August and 

November 1770, between Harris himself with the Marquis de Grimaldi, the latter with Lord Weytmouth 

and Lord Rochford (Weymouth's replacement) with J. Harris (Groussac 1936, 182-200). 
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The works published in Argentina31 and Spain32 between 1936 and 1966 represent 

an extension of the renewed interest in the subject expressed since the second half of the 

1930s, when the Spanish translation of Groussac's work (1936) was published. Without 

denying the quality of any of them, and recognizing that almost all of them significantly 

expanded the mass of documents with which the subject could be approached, there are 

no major interpretative variations with respect to the points that the French historian 

traced on the episodes of the first half of 1770.  

 

A summary description of the situation and events 

Her Britannic Majesty's interest in settling somewhere in the South Atlantic had increased 

after the publication of Anson's journal, but the timely reaction of the Spanish ambassador 

Ricardo Wall protesting that it was Spanish jurisdiction prevented an SMB expedition to 

the archipelago (Caillet-Bois 1952, 46-47). Later, some affirmed that rather than avoiding 

it, Wall delayed it, since the establishment of Byron and Mc Bride in Port Egmont (1765) 

must be framed in the same project.  

Port Egmont had been detected by Nerville's government during the French 

colonization and was the object of vigilance for that of Felipe Ruiz Puente, who in 1767 

had taken over as governor on behalf of the King of Spain (Barriera 2020). In Lord 

Egmont's own words, the Seebald Islands, an antechamber to the great Malvinese 

archipelago, were “the key to the Pacific Ocean”33 . Their occupation, however, also 

served England to negotiate the still unresolved payment by the Spanish bishop of Manila 

of the ransom they had agreed with him to lift the siege of that city (Goebel 1950, 262).  

On November 14, 1769, Felipe Ruiz Puente sent to Port Egmont a mission that 

could not reach its destination: on the 28th of that month, the schooner San Felipe, 

commanded by the pilot Angel Santos, was intercepted in the San Carlos Strait and 

repulsed by the frigate Thamer, commanded by the British captain Anthony Hunt. Upon 

Santos' return, Ruiz Puente attempted a friendly negotiation, sending through infantry 

lieutenant Mario Plata two written notes expressing “his astonishment at the attitude 

assumed towards a Hispanic pilot in Hispanic waters” and another one expressing “[…] 

the surprise he had experienced upon learning of the existence of a British vessel in 

 
31  Moreno 1938; Goebel 1950; Migone 1948; Muñoz Azpiri 1966; Caillet-Bois 1948 (corrected and 

augmented in 1852). The subject is also present in several other books, like Ruiz Guiñazu 1945. 
32 Barcia Trelles 1943; Hidalgo Nieto 1947; Gil Munilla 1948.  
33 Egmont to Grafton, July 20, 1765, R. O. State Papers, Spain, Supp. 253, quoted in Goebel 1950, 267. 
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Spanish waters, a presence which, he deduced, must have been purely accidental and 

which, consequently, he supposed that, at the first warning, he would abandon them, since 

their presence was in violation of the provisions of the treaties concluded between the two 

crowns” (Caillet-Bois 1952, 121). 

At the beginning of 1770, with Arriaga's orders in hand, Governor Bucareli 

commissioned the departure of a small fleet from Montevideo to explore the British 

settlement in the northwestern sector of the Malvinas archipelago. Fernando de Rubalcava 

left at the end of January 1770, entered Bahía de la Cruzada on February 17 and on 

February 20 began to argue with Anthony Hunt who told him that the islands were English 

“by right of discovery”, intimidating him to abandon the islands, without setting a time 

limit (Caillet-Bois 1952, 122). Rubalcava stayed at anchor for eight more days, took notes 

and drew up a plan. He did not return to Montevideo, but went to Puerto de la Soledad, 

where he described the settlement and reported on the invader's weapons. In March, two 

Spanish ships went to Buenos Aires to bring information and ask for reinforcements. On 

his side, Anthony Hunt returned to Plymouth, where he arrived in June.  

The reinforcements requested to Buenos Aires arrived in the bay of Port Egmont 

on June 3 in the afternoon, under the command of Ignacio de Madariaga. On the 7th, 

Madariaga intimidated the captain of the frigate Favorite, William Maltby, and the 

commander of the turret, George Farmer, to leave the installation. An exchange of oral 

and written communications ensued which, after two days of snow and hail storms, 

concluded on June 10, 1770: Madariaga approached his vessels to the Favorite and 

opened fire on her. The capitulation was requested by a British officer. Madariaga and his 

men granted it and drew it up. 156 men surrendered their weapons and during the 

following days several commissions had to be organized to sustain the result, to gain time 

in the communications with Spain and to avoid the arrival of news to the British court. 

All this while avoiding an enormous number of operational difficulties imposed by the 

southern winter (Caillet-Bois 1952, 123–128).  

 

Sovereignty lighted by legal history: a few words 

Introducing a reader that has become classic for those interested in legal history from any 

perspective, Lauren Benton and Richard Ross wrote a paragraph with which we could not 

agree more:                                                                      
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Empires were legally plural in their core regions as well as in their overseas or distant 

possessions. Many empires assembled political communities boasting divergent 

constitutional traditions; uneasily maintained overlapping or clashing royal, ecclesiastical, 

local, and seigneurial jurisdictions; and encompassed a variety of forms and sources of 

law. Such pluralism often grew more complex in colonies and farflung peripheries as 

administrators and settlers dealt with indigenous, enslaved, and conquered peoples. The 

resulting legal orders encompassed multiple zones with unstable and varied relationships 

to one another and to imperial centers. (Benton and Ross 2013, 1) 

 

Now, what happened in those same colonial spaces when the various ways of 

saying right –and of claiming rights–did not collide with each other under the protection 

of a single political unit, but instead clashed with the interpretations and claims of another? 

In other words, does an overlap between ecclesiastical and secular jurisdiction in the city 

of Santiago de Chile in the 18th century have the same rank as a jurisdictional dispute 

between two monarchies, whether or not they shared the same legal language or religious 

confession? 

If the question is not part of the objectives of the reference text, its authors, instead, 

immediately provide elements to answer it: “In defending Dutch imperial interests, Hugo 

Grotius addressed central problems of legal pluralism and empire, in particular in 

evaluating the ways that jurisdiction could extend into the sea independently of claims to 

dominion” (Benton and Ross 2013, 2). It is not inward legal pluralism that occupies the 

center of this statement, but a different problem, which is that of competition for dominion 

over the seas in terms that paradoxically we cannot stop calling territorial. 

These problems existed from the depths of time and, for this very reason, jurists 

tried to get some criteria on which to establish consensus. At the beginning of the 

sixteenth century, a mixture between Bartolo and Baldo, who had stabilized the 

interpretations in force in the fourteenth century for the Mediterranean world, had been 

installed (Calafat 2019, 50).  

Everything changed with the papal bulls of 1493 and the overseas expansion of 

the Catholic faith under the tutelage of the kings of the Spanish and Portuguese 

monarchies. In the disputes that could spring up between these sovereigns, Herzog says, 

“Although the criteria making a territory Spanish or Portuguese could vary by author, 

place and time...”, they could be organized into two types: one based on the bulls (1493), 

treaties and conventions that followed (since 1494), and the other “[…] invoked legal 

doctrines which, originating in Roman law and developed in the Middle Ages and the 

early modern periodo, determined that title dependend on possesion” (Herzog 2015, 25). 
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As Carl Schmitt wrote, the history of the law of nations, “[…] is also a history of seizures 

of land, to which are added at certain times the seizures of the sea” (Schmitt 2003, 28). 

The fact is that the islands far from the coastline pose a different problem from continental 

possessions and also from the open sea, because they are in the sea, but they are not the 

sea. And not being on what were conventionally called the continents, neither are they 

islands in a metaphorical sense, “islands of occupation and sourrounded by a sea of land” 

(Herzog 2015, 1): they are in a geographical sense. So, they were land in the middle of a 

space, the sea, which according to the medieval and modern reading of the law of nations, 

was inappropriate (Vázquez de Menchaca 1559). This went well with the natural rights 

to move, communicate, and trade pushed by Francisco de Vitoria in Relectio de Indis 

(1539), turning against natural law any kind of title, even pontifical donations (Calafat 

2019, 51). Moreover, in the Christian world, at the beginning of the modern age, the idea 

of a war for iusta causa is displaced by the appearance in the foreground of a question 

that is no longer theological: that of the iustus hostis, that is, the enemy who is not a 

criminal but who wages battles of force against an equal, against an other who is in his 

same rank and political and juridical condition (Schmitt 2003, 110-111). 

But if the sea is common to all and there is no valid title over it to exercise 

jurisdiction: who commands? Who must be obeyed? Who punishes? And who has the 

right to do so in the unoccupied parts of some islands? How are the relations of protection 

and obedience thought of in the sea and in the islands? How are these particularities 

related at the time of the first globalization?   

In the fifth chapter of the manifesto Mare Liberum (1609) these problems were 

approached from the prism of Roman law. Although initially published as anonymous, it 

was a tracing of chapter 12 of De rebus Indicis, later known as De jure praedae, a text 

commissioned by the shareholders of the Dutch East India Company to the young Hugo 

Grotius (Calafat 2019, 19). Grotius assumed that res comumunis and res publica could be 

used indifferently; he took for granted that the sea could not be appropriated by 

individuals or by peoples; and he clung to the idea of effective possession as a condition 

of ownership or dominium – which could be disguised as sovereignty – (Calafat 2019, 

26-28). Now: those interpretations and principles he established, as Benton & Ross's 

sentence begins, in defending Dutch imperial interests. And Grotius was certainly not the 

only one who produced doctrine as a function of practical interests.  

If all the theorists agreed that the open sea (mare vastum) could not be subject to 

any restriction, in particular situations it was necessary to know the hierarchies. Matters 
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such as fishing, rights of passage and uninhabited islands (although under sovereign 

jurisdiction) were among them. On the other hand, if on the question of the open sea –

even if it is not necessarily a calm surface – everything seems to be a point of consensus 

on the theoretical level, the approaches to continental waters arouse the uneasiness of the 

most gifted jurists and publicists.  

Another point relevant to the subject is the relationship between derecho de gentes 

and the value of contracts. If two sides can agree on anything and respect it, it is not 

certain that this agreement enjoys the respect of third parties, even if – as Freitas wanted 

– the contracting parties were not private but sovereign princes, indeed, public (Calafat 

2019, 31).  

 

Legal consensus and practical issues  

Giovanni Tarello affirms that the idea of legal order – key to substantiate the existence of 

a crisis of the common law in eighteenth-century Europe –, like other theoretical efforts 

“[…] have been elaborated in function of practical demands, and their solutions have had 

practical uses” (Tarello 1995, 158). Then, we can think with him that Grotius, Selden, 

Welwod and Freitas – as well as later, in the eighteenth century, Vattel or Perez Valiente, 

but also Grimaldi, Masserano, Lord Chatham, Ignacio de Madariaga or William Maltby 

– operated guided by similar rules.  

The Italian jurist notes that the pluralist schemes respond to the need to find order 

where there is contradiction and disarray (Tarello 1995, 168). And the moment in which 

this demand emerges –the first post-World War I– nevertheless has a very strong point in 

contact with the one we are studying: in terms of international relations, both are a 

moment of contradictions and of change in the relations of force between nations, also of 

ruptures. In 1770, not only is there no longer a community of nations, but there are, above 

all, agents who evade signed commitments (pacts, agreements) and choose to impose 

themselves on others on a terrain well known to all monarchies: the use of force, war. 

However, not everything boils down to that: the ways of saying the right or 

exercising jurisdiction over the seas varied according to forces, sizes and positions played 

on the surface (Calafat 2019, 13). That holds true also for the South Atlantic in our 

coordinates. Tamar Herzog, although referring to Spain and Portugal, makes it even 

clearer:                          
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Inability to agree on criteria allowed discussants to choose one solution over the other 

according to their interests. Rather than a clear chronology that described how legal 

arguments changed over time, theories were adopted and abandoned according to place, 

period, and need. (Herzog 2015, 26) 

 

It is probably useful to see how in the field – whether it was the war of books or 

the war of bullets – some criteria convenient for some tried to be placed as general criteria. 

How those that benefited those who were more powerful in some practical field, or in the 

field of the tests of strength – a domain that includes the capacities made possible by 

money as much as by the force of arms, by simple physical superiority as much as by 

political demands – became elements of law (Barriera 2019, 661).  

                                                            

Southern conversations through the mist  

What things did the agents of one and the other monarchy say in the Bay of the Cross, in 

front of Port Egmont, for the purpose of sounding each other out? What contents did they 

assign to the notions of dominion that each one of them assigned to their sovereign over 

the archipelago. 

The first words that Ignacio de Madariaga sends in writing from the frigate 

Industria to the captain of the frigate Favorite William Maltby in Crusade Bay were the 

following: 

 

Muy Señor mío: hallandome con fuerzas impoderablemente superiores a esta Fragata y 

atendiendo a la buena armonia, que reyna entre nuestros soberanos y urbanidad con que 

se debe tratar a los que no se hallan en estado de defensa como lo está VM le intimo por 

una, dos y mas vezes dexe libre este Puertto pues de lo contrario me veré precisado â 

obligarle con el cañon, en cuya accion es regular que VM quede imposibilitado de salir 

de aquí, y yo contribuire a ello pues será VM tratado de diferente modo yendose que 

echadole por fuerza aunque en la Urbanidad seré siempre lo mismo.34 

 

Madariaga begins with something that he wants to make clear from the start: he 

tells Maltby that, in terms of force, he is in full superiority – something that had not 

happened to his predecessors Ángel Santos, Mario Plata and Fernando Ruvalcaba. But he 

also tells him that in view of the “good harmony” reigning among the sovereigns to whom 

each one of them owes and in honor of civility, he assumes the superiority of the strongest 

in a peaceful manner. And that for this reason, he urges him to leave Port Egmont by 

 
34 Archivo Histórico Nacional de Madrid [hereinafter, AHNM], Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 9. 
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abbreviated formality, otherwise he will throw him out with a cannon shot. Urbanly, of 

course.  

Similar is the note that he addressed at the same time to the commander of the 

land settlement, George Farmer, whom he urges to vacate that “principled establishment”. 

The difference is that to Farmer he describes the forces at his disposal: “1400 landing 

men, and the 526 picked troops”35. 

Although there was an oral reply –recorded in a marginal note of the copy of the 

letters sent to Minister Arriaga– in which the British indicated through an officer that they 

had the strength to “defend themselves against any insult”36, they also replied in writing 

on the morning of June 8. The notes say firstly that Madariaga has received “the 

refreshments of water” (a gesture of marine chivalry, also civility) and secondly that it is 

he who must leave with his ships, since  

 

[…] las Islas llamadas Falkandnas [han] sido primeramente descubierttas por los subditos 

de la Corona de Inglaterra embiado a este fin por el gobierno de la nacion, cuyo soberano 

me ha confiado su proteccion con ordenes expressas de no permitir en ellas 

establecimiento o residencia a vasallos de otra Potencia sin expreso motivo del rey mismo 

(Farmer)  

 

[…] se vaya de este Puerto [11] e Islas llamadas Falckandnas pr haver sido primeramente 

descubiertas de Vasallos de la Corona de Inglaterra embiados a este fin por el Govierno 

Anglicano, y haviandolas puesto SMB bajo mi proteccion para defenderlas intimo a VM 

salga luego de este Puertto pues mis ordenes son de no permitir el establecer en ellas 

subditos de otras coronas que la de Inglaterra por ningun titulo ni pretexto sino con 

permisso de mi soberano (Maltby)37.                                                                                                                        

 

The discourse is practically unanimous and appeals to a first discovery by vassals 

of Her Britannic Majesty as much as to the obligation of defense that each one of them 

claims to have with respect to the islands. But as Tamar Herzog rightly argued in a book 

that rightly tries to overcome the contradictions between a history of frontiers seen from 

above and another seen from below, if having a unanimous interpretation of the treaties 

was difficult, it was also difficult to apply the Romanist doctrines of first possession, since 

“The decision as to who had possession of which territory depended on information that 

was often difficult to gather or outright lacking. At stake was not only the question of who 

arrived first but also what transpired thereafter” (Herzog 2015, 27). 

 
35 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 10. 
36 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 10.  
37 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fls. 10-11. 
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Since the two notes were limited to kicking him out of Port Egmont, Madariaga 

responded with only one: “[…] exposing reasons that do not convince me to justify the 

legitimacy of your new port establishment”. The commander of the Spanish expedition, 

although its objective was to militarily expel the invaders from the archipelago, allowed 

himself for an instant to play with the diplomat's imagination:          

                                                    

Si yo fuera embaxador de España en Londres demostrara de palabra y por escrito los 

justos legitimos titulos con que possee mi soberano estas Islas, y tierras Magallanicas; 

pero ahora no es tiempo de palabras sino de obras ni es de mi incumbencia promover 

questiones sino executar operaciones dejando a nuestras corttes las disensiones en 

derecho: portanto repito a VMS quanto les intimo en la adjunta. Luego para servirles 

rogando a Dios les guarde muchos años.38 

 

Res non verba. A division of labor and resources as clear and forceful as the 

reference to a knowledge that everyone would have to take for granted: the ambassador 

has the use of the word; the naval officer, that of force. In another one, on the same day, 

June 8, he tells them that neither they nor anyone else “[…] should establish, much less 

fortify themselves in these islands, ports and Magellanic coasts without the permission of 

the Catholic King, my respectable sovereign […]” and he promises to treat the English 

troops “[…] with all that consideration and attention […]. with all that consideration and 

attention that corresponds to the good harmony that subsists between our sovereigns, and 

I will allow VSM to take what they have on land, and what belongs to them legitimately, 

and of what they do not want to take I will give them a receipt because on this matter they 

determine, or the respective interested courts agree”. In any case, he leaves a threat in 

place: in case of non-compliance “I will use the forces of my command to dislodge them 

with the fire of my cannons and firepower and VMS will be the cause of their own ruin 

and of the disastrous results of a fiery attack, which I will carry out by sea and land to 

achieve with force the fulfillment of my orders”. The King of Spain is cited as the 

“legitimate Owner” of those islands. 

The closing of this last threat is somewhat hilarious:  

 

[…] si a los 15 minutos de entregada esta cartta por mi offizial de ordenes en sus manos, 

y que no me quieran dar una respuesta categorica y favorable a mi intento principiaré las 

operaciones dirigidas a conseguirle considerando que la falta de la respuesta en el 

preferido tiempo es una cita negativa a no querer VMS dessaloxar buenamente y una 

 
38 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 11. 
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expressa obstinacion de pensar sostener sus ideas, y en este caso experimentarán VMS la 

brillantez y espiritu con que saben obrar las tropas, y marinería de mi mando, no obstante 

las inclemencias de la estacion VMS premeditarán las fatales resultas que se seguirán a 

essos ignocentes vasallos de SMB si en lugar del benigno partido que les ofrezco me 

obligan a tomar le mas rigido como indispensable en el caso presente […].39 

        

The following day –not 15 minutes later– Farmer answers Madariaga quietly: he 

assures that “not always the threats are hostilities, nor can I believe that it is so in time of 

a deep Peace to put them in execuzion especially conceding to VM that at the present time 

the greater harmony between the two Crowns subsists”. On the other hand it reminds him 

of something that circulated much in the court: “[…] I have no doubt that you are certainly 

convinced that the King of Great Britain, my Royal Master, has sufficient strength to [14] 

demand satisfaction in any part of the globe from any power whatsoever, who dares to 

insult the English flag” and he does not fail to make a reference to the question of the 

quarter of an hour: “Therefore if the time were limited even shorter than the 15 minutes 

you have granted me, I would make no alteration in my determined resolution to defend 

the office, which is committed to me to the last of my power”40. 

Maltby takes a similar path to that of his chief: he does not believe that Madariaga 

would open hostilities since, as he himself thinks, “[…] there subsists in this conjuncture 

the greatest harmony between the two Crowns”. About time, neither seems to be a 

problem for the captain of the Favorite, who claims to be the bearer of a “[…] determined 

resolution to defend and uphold the honor of the British Flag to the last extremity of my 

Power”41. Defending the sovereign or the British flag seems to be the same task: the one 

refers to the other, there is no possible confusion. Moreover, raising a flag counted as the 

first of those “external and visible acts” Pufendorf (1710) spoke of through which the 

actor manifested himself to spectators whose silence could be translated into acceptance 

of the exclusion that appropriation entails (Herzog 2015, 34).  

On the morning of June 10 George Farmer and William Maltby, “commanders of 

the sea and land forces by SMB in Egmont Harbour of the Falckands Islands” agreed to 

surrender the keep, the dock battery and the settlement “for acknowledging the superiority 

of sea and land with which we are attacked”. They proposed to the chief of the Spanish 

 
39 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fls. 13-14.  
40 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 14.  
41 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 14.  
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squadron a capitulation that Madariaga himself was in charge of commenting and 

correcting before signing it the same day.  

The marginal comments to the final text of the capitulation leave more signals on 

how sovereignty was configured through acts on the ground: while the English asked to 

keep their flag flying until embarking (art. 2), Madariaga replied that he had no problem 

“[…] but without them being able to exercise any jurisdictional act except in their 

people”42. This, which in a capitulation may seem obvious, Madariaga does not leave it 

to chance, because he understands perfectly well the risks of leaving a flag flying: being 

raised, identified with a sovereign, it enables jurisdictional exercise. For that reason 

limiting its scope in bodies and time: only on its people (that is to say, on the subjects of 

that sovereign), and provisionally.  

When the English officers ask to take their things to the frigate Favorita and go 

with her “wherever it suits us best” (art. 3), the Spanish commander clarifies: precisely 

that is what they must do, but not wherever they want, but outside the Spanish dominions. 

Furthermore, until they leave, they must put their rudder on land43. 

Finally, Madariaga did not yield to two requests of the English: neither to leave 

with all the honors “[…] arms on the shoulder, beating drum in the March and banners 

unfurled until their embarkation” and that an officer with few troops should take their 

surrender. The Spanish commander imposed time, method of departure and a colonel with 

all his troops44. All these sayings aim at perfecting through gestures and acts of authority 

the Spanish jurisdiction, which also had its material costs: as it was customary, he was 

going to give the expelled a receipt to ask for economic compensation for what they could 

not load in the frigate (art. 4).   

 

Conclusions 

The dispute over Port Egmont carried very general meanings about sovereignty –which 

could apply to others anywhere on the planet– but also some more particular ones: one of 

the agents who ruled from the field, the accountant of the government of the Islands, 

Miguel Bernazani, considered the Port of La Cruzada (Egmont for the English) “[…] 

more advantageous than that of Soledad on the other Falkland Islands for having an 

 
42 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 15.  
43 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fl. 17. 
44 AHNM, Estado, 4847, 30, fls. 17-18. 
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entrance and exit for a greater number of winds […]”45. Other types of actions, if you will, 

less physical and more symbolic, had already been warned on numerous occasions by the 

ministers who governed the monarchy. In the midst of the conflict, in May 1770, Grimaldi 

suggested Arriaga to make copies of a certain map of the Malvinas Islands published in 

London by the English, received from Masserano, making a clarification that was 

anything but unnecessary: “[…] but it would be good to put a note stating that the fact 

that the English have voluntarily given them their names on their map should not cause 

damage to the belonging of those islands to HM”46.  

In spite of the urbanities of the case, all this almost broke the peace in Europe. 

War was averted through diplomatic efforts whose success was very onerous for the ruling 

party in the English parliament, since the opponents were identified with the benefits of 

war. In a declaration of January 22, 1771, the Spanish Crown asserted its rights over 

Malvinas allowing the English settlement under promise to abandon it in a short time and 

not compromising in any way the Spanish sovereignty over the territory. “The English 

temporarily returned to Puerto Egmont, under the verbal promise of the ministers of the 

London court, that they would abandon it in a short time. In accordance with what was 

agreed the English returned to the place and occupied it on September 16, 1771, 

evacuating it in accordance with what was promised on May 22, 1774” (Torre Revello 

1967, 12-13). 

In another illuminating line on the question of sovereignties and their sources, 

Tamar Herzog wrote: “The bulls, treaties, and doctrines, in short, did not include answers, 

only questions, and their implementation called for legal interpretation, scientific 

determination, and data collection” (Herzog 2015, 27). But according to suggestions that 

appear in the same book, and above all, according to what emerges from the dialogues 

through the fog or between the representatives of the sovereigns, that is, from the tension 

between the contracts and the practical situations of force, such as those that members of 

the navies or the courts went through. The use or threat of the use of force, in the short 

term, made situations much less uncertain.  

Finally, the intersection of reasons between the court and the field is key to draw 

these conclusions: superiority in only one field of forces, be it diplomatic or warlike, was 

not enough. When Spain, with Madariaga, found itself for the first time above the British 

forces in Port Egmont, the ambassador in London agreed to a negotiation that did not 

 
45 Archivo General de Indias [AGI], Buenos Aires, 552, f. 913. 
46 AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, fl. 980.  
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correspond to that superiority because in the face of a possible war in the continental 

European seas, those of Charles III knew they were inferior. Then, the impossibility of 

endorsing on European coasts what had been achieved in the Bay of the Crusade made 

the court negotiator weak, demonstrating the delicacy of the balances that were cared for 

as zealously as sovereignty was guarded.                                
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Abstract: 

 

Public order, as a notion, is not yet a history object. It’s more something like dead 

corner of historical research. Part of my interest for it is that it’s studying unifies the 2 

periods (early and modern history) but not from the supposed result of all of it, the so 

called liberal state, but starting from the necessity for the governments to be obeyed or to 

obtain obedience. It’s like if,  behind the front scene of the story of liberties, behind the 

reality of normal life, of normal rules, of normal times, stand another dimension, the 

Public order dimension, you can step in using the back door of the legal system. This 

dimension connects the extraordinary circunstances of the survival of the whole society, 

the sacred defense of the common identity or values, to the day-to-day defense of the 

social order and the day-to-day efficiency of the obedience system. The name of this 

dimension is Public order.  

The proposal starts with the french revolution debates, where Public order is 

referred as an absolutist notion. Actually, it had been forged by the work of Jean Domat 

at the end of the 17th century and used in several types of circumstances. It served as an 

affirmation of the natural verticality of power. The travel of this notion to the Spanish 

monarchy started with very special circumstances and with a very special man who 

recognize in the Public order what he called “the fundamental constitution of the 

monarchy”, after the 1766 and the 1772 riots.  

 
47  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8438-5232?lang=en
mailto:francois.godicheau@univ-tlse2.fr
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So, when the revolutions of the end of the century repeated and worsen the 

polemicisation that open worldwide politics to the appropriation of all men, from freeborn 

to slaves, it seems that the theory of people’s will, sovereignity of the nation and legal 

system built on it were contrary to the absolutist notion of Public Order. Nevertheless, the 

Public order has survived and, actually did more than just survive: it has apparently 

become a kind of spinal cord of the liberal state.  

 

Keywords 

Public Order – Politics – Revolution – Administrative Power – French Monarchy – 

Bourbon Spain – Absolutism – Police   

 

 

Introduction 

Today, we are brought together by the idea of crossing the borders between empires in 

order to better address a fundamental chronological step in the configuration of our 

relationship with the political. We are also concerned, as we pointed out in the invitation 

to the panel, to take advantage of the contributions of various historical perspectives, in 

particular the cultural history of law, to forge operational categories for a history not only 

contrary to state and national teleologies, but also capable of analysing social 

configurations in the dynamic manner required by the agitated times that interest us. 

In this perspective, my proposal to work on public order by submitting this 

reflection to debate stems from the desire to have an observation post for political and 

governmental institutions that allows us to attend both to the evolution of conceptual 

frameworks and to the processes of political equipment of territories (Barriera 2019, 218-

219). The reflection will begin with a characterisation of the notion of public order as it 

was affirmed during the 18th century, using its circulation as a means of revealing its 

main features. Then, I will examine how this notion was affected by the explosion of the 

political voluntarism of the French Revolution and underwent a highly functional 

recomposition for times of unlimited polemicisation (cf. text by Pablo Sánchez León). In 

this way, I will try to show the interest of this vantage point to address the relations 

between institutions, polemicisation/politicisation and social order in the historical 

scenario that interests us and where dichotomies such as traditional/liberal, private/public 

or society/state are not very operative. 

 

Methodological Prolegomena on the Notion of Public Order 

Before I begin, I would like to make a short, general, reflective exercise on the interest 

that this object of research represents for me. The notion of public order has not, to date, 



90 
 

been constituted as an object of history. It is a very uncomfortable notion. It seems to be 

located in a dead corner of historical research, which means most of the time that it is 

invisible as a historical problem, its naturalisation, although there is no lack of research 

that includes the expression in its title, present as a false evidence48 .  It interests me 

perhaps partly because of its inadequacy with respect to several of our traditional ways 

of conceiving historical objects.  

First, its deployment as a political resource - and its very naturalisation by the 

historical agents who use the expression - took place between the late seventeenth and 

mid-nineteenth centuries, straddling a chronological boundary that supposedly separates 

two “regimes” of the political; two such distinct “regimes” - and there is no doubt that 

they are - and in which it nevertheless seems to occupy an important, if not central, place. 

In this respect, it challenges our mental schemes about periodisations. The notion has 

been described as a “transmission belt” between the “Ancien Régime” and “liberal 

modernity”, a metaphor that finally illustrates the extent to which our conception of the 

rupture/continuity binomial depends on the categories forged by the actors themselves: 

we think of continuity on the basis of a conception of rupture coined precisely to signify 

a historical frontier (Martín-Retortillo 1983).  The proposal developed here contemplates 

public order as a dimension, a parallel and yet present dimension, in the classic sense of 

the sixth dimension of the Twilight Zone, recently rejuvenated by the Stranger Things 

series49.  

Secondly, the very evolving or unstable nature of its semantic content is 

problematic, not only because it is central to two very different systems and at the same 

time a “transmission belt”. The jurists who have reflected on the subject agree in fact in 

saying that “no one has ever been able to define its meaning, everyone underlines its 

obscurity and everyone makes use of it” (Malaurie 1953, 3).  This almost mysterious 

quality closes off the prospect of a history of concepts oriented towards the production of 

definitions. However, it opens up another, perhaps more interesting one. Two separate 

efforts by jurists to tame the notion have come up with formulas that are of interest to us. 

The first qualifies it as a functional, rather than conceptual, notion, because its use is more 

important than its content, which is almost impossible to translate into positive terms 

 
48 In university works devoted to the history of institutions - such as the history of the police or the history 

of the state - or to the social history of “phenomena” variously categorised as social protest. 
49  For the first reference: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjLs8wAXoOE; and for the second: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Np5KfdMSsXg.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjLs8wAXoOE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Np5KfdMSsXg
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(Pelieu 2000).  The second refers to the “public order clause” (De Bartolomé Cenzano 

2002). A clause for action on the one hand, and on the other, a notion which, being 

functional, is necessarily articulated to a conceptual grammar and a political configuration, 

to a historical context. We would then have in the notion of public order an object, a 

resource for legitimising discourse and action that forces us to consider the cultural 

substratum in relation to social and political uses.  

Third, this plasticity of the notion of public order, which multiplies the difficulty 

of understanding it, has two consequences. On the one hand, it orients the analysis 

towards language as an act and, in fact, its enormous legitimising force can be analysed 

in terms of illocutionary force (the simple affirmation of its existence). On the other hand, 

it forces us to rethink the usual way of approaching the circulation of ideas or concepts, 

not only between imperial settings, but also between geographical scales: its 

characteristics make any comparative approach much more fragile, as the contexts of use 

become perhaps more important than an uncertain conceptual content. In reality, its 

functionality as a political resource rests on a combination of shared culture and contexts 

or configurations that give meaning to its use. This can be summed up in one formula, 

that of a joint history: that of both imperial and local settings sharing a cultural substratum 

from which the meaning of expression can be activated in particular contexts. These 

contexts can be seen as problems that arise together in the different spaces. The 

comparison of appropriations and uses of the expression of public order can be made 

insofar as these uses are elements of solutions to shared/joint problems. 

 

Immanence and transcendence: tying the public to the absolutist project 

On 27 November 1790, Adrien Duport, rapporteur of the bill on the security police, 

criminal justice and the institution of popular juries in the French Constituent Assembly, 

identified public order as an absolutist notion, “which had been so abused” that it was 

necessary to wrest it from despotism and turn it into a banner of liberty 50 . The 

revolutionary gesture consisted precisely in taking a reality that was regarded as 

unavailable, as both immanent and transcendent, and bringing it down to the realm of the 

politics of the will: it was not only a question of debating public order, of making it 

polemical and thus politicising it, but also of re-founding the institutions of justice and 

 
50 Choix des rapports, opinions et discours prononcés à la Tribune Nationale depuis 1789 jusqu’à ce jour ; 

recueillis dans un ordre chronologique et historique. Tome IV, années 1790 et 1791, Paris, Eymery et 

Corréard, 1819, pp. 202 et sq. 
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government in accordance with the new principles - the new heaven - of the rights of Man 

and of the citizen. The radical nature of this rethinking actually went beyond the bill in 

question and would later be embodied in the redefinition of the values of the res publica 

carried out by Robespierre and his allies, the conquest of the heaven of values and even 

the new cult of the supreme Being. Order and all its keys became available to the 

sovereign will; the public could define order and it would thus cease to be immanent. 

Instead, the definition of the limits of the public became central, as we shall see below. 

The birth of public order as a key element of the absolutist project dates back to the end 

of the 17th century and in particular to the elaboration of the jurist Jean Domat in his great 

work in which he founded a delimitation of “public law” (Domat 1989). This brought 

together the duties of all members of society towards the organic unity of society and in 

particular obedience to the sovereign, which was essential for the maintenance of order 

and peace. Public order was “the work of God Himself, to provide for the government of 

all states, to give to kings and princes all their power, and to provide for its use in the 

society of men of which they are the heads”. This adjectivisation of the order of the 

society of men insisted on the necessary hierarchy of all its constituent bodies and on the 

principle of obedience and unity around the royal head. 

The principle immediately and for years served Domat's best disciple, Chancellor 

d'Aguesseau, one of the major architects of the absolutist project of the French monarchy 

between 1690 and 1750. He was at the heart of Louis XV's assertion of power in March 

1766 in the face of an attempt by two parliaments to control his prerogatives, the famous 

speech “de la flagellation”. The king invoked public order as the “fundamental law of the 

State”, a public order which, in his own words, “emanates entirely from me”, and was 

attacked by the claim of these parliaments to associate in a “confederation of resistance”, 

an “imaginary body” which would break the harmony and unity of the monarchy. This 

speech was to have an important echo in the Spanish monarchy, after its translation was 

published on 25 March in the Mercurio Histórico y Político, at the height of the 

Esquilache mutiny.  

I would like to focuse on two moments that highlight the parallel use of the notion 

of public order in both monarchies, in 1766 and 1774. The latter is the date of the 

“Pragmática sanción preventiva de bullicios y conmociones populares”, which was to 

ensure “punctual obedience to royal laws and providences”. Its drafting was coordinated 

by the Count of Ricla, Secretary of War, who made public order, an unusual expression 

at the time in the Hispanic monarchy, “the fundamental constitution of the State”. This 
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work was in line with the measures published after the Mutiny of Esquilache, on 5 May 

1766, which had seen the first appropriation of the expression “public order” at the top of 

Spanish politics. The reason for the pragmatic measure was that two years earlier, in 1772, 

some Barcelona craft guilds had set themselves up as a board, sending a procurator to 

Madrid and establishing themselves as interlocutors with the authorities and coordinators 

of the opposition to the quintas (Garriga 2017). These corporations had been unhappy 

since 1766 at having been excluded from the election of the procurators of the commons 

in application of the reform aimed at perfecting the corporate organisation of the 

monarchy, following the Esquilache mutiny. In acting in this way, the Barcelona artisans 

were repeating the enormous crime of the Madrid plebs of March 1766: the latter, by 

drawing up constitutions and sending a deputation to the king, had self-instituted or self-

constituted themselves in a “monstrous” manner from the point of view of Catholic 

iusnaturalism. This pretension was of the same nature as that which Louis XV had 

discursively flagellated a few weeks earlier in the parliaments and bordered on the 

atrocities of crimes of lèse majesté and lèse majesté divine. 

A few days after the riot in Madrid, one of the censures echoed the figure in order 

of all the bodies of the monarchy that occupied the acts and writings of atonement 

organised in May (García López 2006).  This “Discurso histórico de lo acaecido en el 

alboroto de Madrid”, firstly, denied the “army of vagabonds” the status of the People, 

recalling that it was “a respectable body, authorised in every way by the Magistrates, 

Town Councils and other Members of their high character”; secondly, he differentiated 

this “headless body” from the Public, defined in passing, synthetically, as “a whole 

Kingdom, a whole Republic or a whole Lordship, with competent Judges who can 

formalise certain Laws, which the Sovereign must then authorise with his approval”. The 

self-organisation of the mutineers highlighted in the survey carried out at the request of 

the authorities, as well as underlining the defect of representation that the municipal 

reform would attempt to remedy, ultimately questioned the very dynamics of constituting 

and defining the public, the traditional iusnaturalist and corporative dynamics.  

This problem was not confined to Madrid in March 1766, and we can read it in 

terms of polemization/politicisation, starting from the same proposal made by Pablo 

Sánchez León in this panel: the attempt to make the public something debatable, 

polemical, was absolutely unbearable. The idea of public order, affirmed as the 

fundamental constitution of the Monarchy, could function as an anti-political fence by 

reminding us of the immanent and transcendental character of the institutional order itself, 
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that is, of its unavailable character for the human will. The sacredness of public order was 

an indispensable quality for its invocation to function as a means of containing politics 

within its traditional limits. It was at the heart of two successive assemblies of the French 

clergy in 1770 and 1775, whose warnings were disseminated in all the parishes of the 

kingdom, and represented a major counter-offensive against certain ideas of the century, 

particularly those of Baron d’Holbach (Peronnet 1985). It was also present in the 

hierarchy of crimes in Gaetano Filangieri's Science of Legislation: in this work, which 

was immediately successful in several languages, the Neapolitan jurisconsult closely 

linked crimes against public order to lèse majesté royal and divine (translated into Spanish 

between 1780 and 1792) (Godicheau 2013).  We will see later that this point is important 

insofar as it is part of the relationship of force that lies in the depoliticising function of 

public order. 

 

The availability of order and its moderation: revolutions 

Duport's proposal in November 1790 was based on the most radical legicentrism: justice 

was the “sole foundation of public order” and no power could be legitimised outside the 

convention or contract freely consented to by men, and on a new conception of the law 

as equal for all, public, general, and of obligatory application. Public order was the 

guarantee of rights by the application of the law, all the law and only the law. This made 

the “public” coincide with the individuals of the nation and the “public sphere” with the 

rule of law. This conception saw in any imposition not based on law - including the abuse 

of authority, with suspicion towards any holder of institutional position - the main danger 

to public order: despotism. Arbitrariness was violence and did not allow the union of 

peace and freedom, the true content of a public order based on law.  

Eleven years later, in the Civil Code of 1801, art. 6, public order was defined by 

default by returning to a formula of Domat: “On ne peut déroger par convention 

particulière aux lois qui intéressent l'ordre public et les bonnes mœurs”. The association 

with good morals opened up a vast field of vagueness that was to cause headaches for 

many of the French jurists who, during the 19th century, cultivated the narrative of the 

“rule of law”. This surprising development is confirmed and explained by the common 

opinion of the Napoleonic prefects, analysed by M.N. Higounet on the basis of an analysis 

of their numerous correspondence. The prefects realised the importance and ambivalence 

of the customary order of the peasants, a factor of resistance and disorder, but also a set 

of customs, prejudices and opinions that are articulated with the laws in the functioning 
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of society. According to the historian, they discovered that “public order is not the law, 

but the translation into positive law of the moral and social state of the nation” (Bourguet 

1985).   

However, this does not mean that the drafters of the civil code ceased to profess 

legicentrism. On the contrary, Domat's formula could be a powerful resource for making 

the law the only source of obligations, in order not only to centralise normative power but 

also to eliminate the normative pluralism characteristic of the Ancien Régime, just as the 

pluralism of rights had been eliminated. However, the key is given by the association 

made by the prefects of the moral state with the social state and even with what we would 

call today economic productivity: “It is not enough to consider them [the laws] from the 

point of view of their relation to natural law, they must be considered from the point of 

view of the relations they have with agriculture and morality”. It thus represents a 

naturalisation of inequality which would be consolidated in the following decades, with 

a radical distinction between the social order considered as a de facto reality, the object 

of a new science of society to come, and the order of law, the object of the will of the 

public, of the sovereign nation51. 

This distinction, if we understand that it was facilitated by the social upheaval of 

the revolutionary years and the push of the plebs to claim the status of the people and to 

participate in the definition of public affairs, nevertheless has its origins in the first 

debates of 1790. The ideal of guaranteeing rights was opposed to the need to protect 

property first and then “the security of individuals”, which made it advisable to entrust 

the Maréchaussée – a military troop that was transformed into a Gendarmerie – with 

security police missions, in competition with - or as a guardian of - the justices of the 

peace. The aim was to prevent “crimes favoured by a momentary deviation of local 

opinion”, support for smuggling, resistance to taxation, violence in assemblies, and for 

this reason “men independent of the people” were needed. Moreover, the Revolution had 

to prove that it could protect the constitutional guarantees of the “good citizens” against 

the “disorderly liberty of the bad” and prevent “anarchic upheavals and popular 

agitation”52.  Six months later, during the debate on the draft penal code, the rapporteur, 

Le Pelletier de Saint-Fargeau, mentioned “social order” several times when he pointed 

 
51 Indeed, a little later, this de facto reality of the social order would be observed as an object of knowledge, 

in order to formulate its "laws", like the "laws of nature" of the physical sciences. 
52 Same debate, 30 December 1790, Choix des rapports..., p. 274 et sq. The issue of the capacity of the new 

institutions to guarantee social order and the controversy surrounding the intervention of military power in 

this was reproduced in Cadiz in 1811-1813. 
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out the indispensable complement to the penal code, namely a “good police force” 

capable of preventing crime. The qualities of the Gendarmerie to “frighten crime without 

alarming liberty” made it possible to repress “the abuses of begging” by eliminating 

“vagabonds and strangers, beings always hiding to do evil and always wandering to avoid 

punishment for the evil they have done”. The naturalness of the social order rested on the 

natural distinction between, on the one hand, the individuals of the nation and good 

citizens and, on the other hand, the bad ones, whose habits revealed their moral condition. 

In reality, this distinction was produced by politically and socially situated discourses, 

issued from certain institutions that represented the [re-establishment of] order; this 

distinction was worked out in moral terms from the practice of agents such as the 

Napoleonic prefects, and in general from the police agents, whose role as producer of a 

narrative of order is crucial53.  The imagination of social order thus rested on the moral 

figuration and institutional categorisation of disorder. 

The consequence of making the “bad” (vagrants, etc.) dangerous beings was to 

place them outside the space of rights and the protection of constitutional freedom. In fact, 

crime or simply their moral condition placed them outside. The famous tension between 

freedom and security is not such if we realise that we have to ask “for whom” one and the 

other are conceived. The pivotal nature of property, which comes first and to which 

security is articulated, is an indication that would lead us to examine the French case 

following the analysis proposed by Bartolomé Clavero regarding the first Hispanic 

constitutionalism (Clavero 2013). Without examining this hypothesis in detail, it should 

be noted that the first distinction between the good and the bad in order to enable the 

gendarmerie to intervene and protect property and security more quickly led twenty years 

later to the institution of the Napoleonic “Haute Police” 54 . In the explanatory 

memorandum to the second penal code in 1810, Count de Berlier justified entrusting the 

gendarmerie with the surveillance of those sentenced to afflictive penalties who had 

served their sentence, i.e. “malefactors”, on the one hand, and of beggars and vagrants, 

i.e. also day labourers who did not have their workman's passbook up to date, on the other. 

Then, the mention of the dangerousness of these people, of the particular threat they 

represented to "public order" came right after the subject of attacks against the agents of 

 
53 I agree very much with Bourguet (1985, 704) when she writes: “Caught up in a network of oppositions, 

which makes him an instrument manipulated by the enemies of order or a social agent incapable of a 

reasonable use of his rights, it is thus the people who, in the last analysis, are the stake of the whole 

description of disorder. On him rests the whole question of order”.  
54 On the evolution between the first two French penal codes, see Lascoumes Poncela Lenoël 1989.  
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authority, the higher in the hierarchy, the worse, in a general design where Filangieri's 

influence could be read. The institution of the High Police was not to “unsettle good 

citizens” but to reassure them because “society” had to “take precautions” and the 

restriction of the individual rights of the convicted “completed the social guarantee”. That 

is why “legal supervision” was detached from the judicial authority and referred to “the 

administrative authority”. To a deputy who protested that a person accused of begging 

might have to prove his innocence, Berlier replied that “the quality of the person justifies 

this presumption”. He concluded by asserting: vagrants “are not members of the civitas”55.  

These distinctions between types of authorities and types of subjects, in relation to the 

protection of public order, were then systematised by one of the most influential 

jurisconsults, one of the pillars of French legal doctrine since the 19th century, Jean-

Baptiste Sirey, throughout those founding decades of “liberal” French law. 

This evolution, almost immediately with the affirmation of the availability of the 

coordinates of political society to the sovereign will, set limits to this availability that lay 

in the quality of the subjects. The problem with this availability was precisely that it had 

no limits. The dynamics of polemicisation as politicisation pointed out by Pablo Sánchez 

León in his paper has been strongly related by Pietro Costa to the circulations between 

the French and Haitian revolutions (Costa 2019).  The universalist formulation of rights 

played an important role in the rhetoric of the Haitian revolution because it opened up a 

space of conflict in which and thanks to which actions and claims to recognition by 

subjects who appropriated the language of rights emerged. The debates around the rights 

of free people of colour - who is the “all” in the expression “all equal in rights”? - and the 

prompt vindication by them brought home to white owners the danger of this availability 

of rights, both as an object and as language. To their unlimited appropriation and the 

politicisation it entailed, the colonists opposed the “naturalness” of the races and the 

danger to the social order. The self-institution of subjects who were thought of as objects 

represented the climax of politicisation and the demonstration of the henceforth available 

character of the category of the public. This dynamic of radicalisation so evident in the 

Caribbean case – and which went through the war – also existed in the case of the Parisian 

suburbs; the naturalisation of the social order, with the sacralisation of property, was 

articulated with the legal exclusion of certain categories of subjects by virtue of the public 

order. Public order, instead of being the product of the laws as Duport proposed, became, 

 
55 The grouping of convicts, vagrants and “labourers or day labourers” in the same pole of dangerousness 

is confirmed by their association in the definition of the crime of rebellion (art. 219). 
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through its association with a moral order and a social order that were understood as 

unavailable, a para-constitutional notion whose close relationship with salus pública 

allowed the relegation of subjects to a legal limbo, a limbo where their claims could turn 

them into “enemies of society”. 

 

Public Order as a Parallel Dimension and the Dynamics of Depoliticisation 

Pedro Cruz Villalón (1984), in his thesis on legal exceptionality in contemporary Spain, 

proposed the idea of a “double constitution” to illustrate the coexistence of a 

constitutional space of rights with an exceptional space that could be opened up by a 

declaration of a state of siege or emergency, and could mean, for some or for all, the loss 

of citizen guarantees present in the state of normality (Cruz Villalón 1984). The initial 

problem was the incorporation into the legal system centred on the constitution of the 

legal means used for the extraordinary defence of the “State”, which in reality, under the 

label of public order, encompassed much more than the defence of the legal-institutional 

framework organised by the constitution. We have just seen, in fact, that from the 

beginning and even in the midst of the French Revolution, the naturalness of order and 

its sacralisation, evacuated by the radicalism of the constituent power, returned in the 

form of “social order” and “good morals”. This meant, on the one hand, the formal 

articulation with the constitution of institutions “widely considered as incompatible with 

it, having to be excluded from it and confined, if at all, to the world of necessity” (Cruz 

Villalón 1984, 13). On the other hand, it implied the real coexistence - from the very 

moment the constitution governed - of two normative spaces, or rather, of two dimensions, 

that of normality, governed by rights, and that of exceptionality, governed by the law of 

necessity, with the scale from one dimension to the other being made on the basis of the 

invocation of public order.  

The legal articulation between these two dimensions, the separating membrane of 

this “double constitution” system, which allowed the passage from one dimension to the 

other, was called in the Spanish constitutional agenda the “Law of public order” and was 

only adopted in 1870. Prior to that date, a law of 17 April 1821 was made to operate under 

the same name. This law incorporated English innovations (the riot act), but above all 

French ones (martial law and state of siege), into the extraordinary defence, not only of 

the constitution, but also of social order, since it covered the fight against certain types of 

people, the same ones targeted by the Napoleonic High Police: vagrants and bandits. The 

context in which it was adopted shows that it was indeed a law of social defence against 
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a plebeian population that was to be kept at the gates of public order, strengthening it by 

linking it to the sacredness of royal power (Blanco Valdés 1988).  In fact, the wording of 

this law coincided in some paragraphs with that of the draft Penal Code of 1822, which 

adopted the same hierarchy of Filangieri's crimes, placing offences against public order 

at the top of the list, along with offences against religion and the royal family. 

Speaking of the dimension of public order rather than of space makes it possible 

to understand that this clause operates not only in the extraordinary mode - declaration 

of a state of siege for a given time and a circumscribed space - but also in an ordinary, 

everyday mode, linking exceptionality to the quality of the subjects because of the danger 

they would represent for the social/moral order, allowing certain categories of people to 

fall into this limbo depending on the context (vagrants, bandits, workers, free people of 

colour, blacks, Indians, colonised people – and today immigrants or descendants of 

immigrants), making it extremely difficult for them to claim their rights. In effect, in this 

dimension, the language of order replaces the language of rights and opposes the force of 

the demand for rights – which are both the object claimed and the language of its claim, 

with the intrinsic politicisation effect that it entails – with the force of institutional 

categorisation as “dangerous”, a force that rests on the mobilisation of the fundamental 

moral values of the community and on the immediate mobilisation of a physical force, 

that of administrative – and often military – power, which does not allow for any appeal 

to be made to anything but armed resistance.  

What gives public order its quality as a parallel dimension into which one can fall 

almost inadvertently is linked to the construction of this exceptionality from everyday life, 

through the capacity of administrative power, a new incarnation, precisely on a daily basis 

and on multiple scales, of an oïkonomic power, to arrest and qualify at the same time, or 

arrest qualifying. It is a power to preventively deprive of guarantees by decisions taken 

on a micro scale and endorsed by the existence of the dual constitution system on a macro 

scale, and at the same time to deprive subjects of a voice, making them fall into the pit of 

morally condemned categories. This everyday life characteristic mixes institutional, 

social and moral incarnation of public order in a way that must be studied in depth, 

without separating the analysis of institutional logics from that of the construction of the 

figures of disorder (Castellanos Rubio 2019). Obviously, this daily pulse, which requires 

a great deal of research, is also a permanent pulse, since the attempt to depolemicise that 

the anti-political affirmation of public order represents does not escape the logic of 

polemicisation itself. To put it another way, administrative reason can be fought by people 
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who reason and who elaborate other categorisations, another order, not only in books, like 

Joseph Proudhon, but also with weapons like the Spanish revolutionaries of 1936-1937 

(Godicheau 2004). 

 

Conclusion 

The concrete construction of administrative power, and in particular of police institutions, 

took place during the 19th century to the rhythm of a refrain that said “more 

administration, less politics”. The approach opened up by this understanding of the notion 

of public order allows the joint study of this institutional construction and the analysis of 

the phenomena of radical exclusion from the political community which, when 

collectively responded to by those concerned and when they succeed in constituting 

themselves as an imagined community, can lead to civil war. It makes it possible to link 

the questions of identification and categorisation of subjects to the construction of the 

social and political order, incorporating the legal order, precisely during a period in which 

these three fields become autonomous, between the 18th and 19th centuries; this, without 

depriving this construction of its processual character, since it allows the study of the 

phenomena of decomposition/recomposition of this order, even if they are violent and 

definitive. Indeed, if the force of the invocation of public order in the exclusion of subjects 

and the repression of attitudes rests on its mobilisation of the fundamental moral values 

of the community, its contestation calls for a greater force and involves a reformulation 

of values that leads to absolute war – using a category from Pizzorno – whether it is called 

civil or religious. 

 The history of public order allows us to understand this depoliticising visage and 

completes the understanding of the dynamics of polemicisation pointed out by Pablo 

Sánchez León in his contribution. In his text referred to above, Pietro Costa reintroduces 

into the idea of these processes of polemicisation/politicisation the experience and the 

relationship of forces that make politicisation a dynamic based on the appropriation of 

rights, that is, on self-categorisation as subjects who are bearers of the rights claimed. But 

this is only one of the poles of the balance of power: everyday administrative action and 

the exclusionary political mobilisation of the public order represent another dynamic, 

with its own language and its own type of performativity. That is why it seems to me that 

the approach to public order outlined here is useful for understanding the political-

institutional dynamics of the period that interests us, based on multiple concrete situations 

located in the Spanish-Portuguese space that shares conditions of transit between the 
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Ancien Régime and the state-legal regime, and considering the conceptual and 

institutional circulations within the vast inter-imperial cultural space to which we are 

considering. 
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Abstract: 

 

The aim of this paper is to reflect on the notion of limit or frontier in the sphere of 

“the political” in general and of formal politics, in particular, by studying a historical 

process at the origins of modern history in Spain.  

As coined by Alessandro Pizzorno (taking inspiration from Carl Schmitt), the 

notion of "politics unbound" tries to capture a context in which all aspects and dimensions 

of community life are regarded sub specie politicae (under the form of politics), and thus 

potentially subjected to collective decision-making through deliberation. Historically 

such contexts relate to states of exception, in which the existing order is challenged by 

overflowing situations that spur the creation of new collective identities marked by 

political values and referents.  

The paper addresses a situation such occurred in early 19th-century Spain (and its 

colonial domains in America) with the formation of so-called Juntas in many cities and 

towns throughout the country. Triggered in response of a power vacuum due to the 

absence of the legitimate king, the shaping and performance of urban juntas echoed 

traditions of collective self-organization and popular protests throughout the ancien 

régime, yet also brought about novel experiences urged by the successful takeover of local 

institutions by the mobilized populace. A critical precondition for the collective military 

effort, the juntas can be interpreted in the light of a perspective that addresses subjects as 

 
56  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0038-0413?lang=en


104 
 

being converted into “political animals” by resorting to the reflexive power of politics, 

through which the political sphere in turn expands or contracts its instituted frontiers. 

 

Keywords 

Politics – the political – friend/enemy – boundaries – reflexive power – Old Regime – 

Spain – constitutional crisis – collective action – self-government – popular participation  

 

 

Introduction: The boundaries of politics and beyond 

The idea that politics has boundaries, and that these can be created, and recreated or 

transgressed, is deeply embedded in Western culture (Pizzorno 1987). Indeed, politics or 

“the political” is, following Carl Schmitt's seminal definition, the quintessential 

boundary-setting mechanism: the separation between friend and foe is consubstantial to 

politics (Schmitt [1932] 1996). However, the number and type of borders that concern 

politics is not exhausted by this definition: it shows the functioning of politics only within 

its own sphere of action. 

 On the other hand, the maximum deployment of the sphere of politics normally 

coincides with crises of some kind of traditional order that lead to revolutionary processes, 

and paradigmatically with the dismantling of the ancien régime. In these scenarios, a 

change in the content or substantive composition of politics is taken for granted, 

originating in the transformation of the foundations of sovereignty – the shift from the 

divine right of kings to any formulas of non-transcendentalist sovereignty, which 

presuppose and/or promote a subject with the legitimacy to contribute to communal self-

government. In the case of the end of the Old Regime, this is seen as the passage to 

modern politics, a term used to indicate that the sphere of politics acquires, on the one 

hand, autonomy as a dimension of community life, and on the other, centrality in the order 

emerging from the crisis of the traditional society (Fernández Sebastián 2005).  Modern 

politics is defined by a tension between the formats of representation and the mechanisms 

of participation enabled by Liberalism, which are potentially overflowing due to the 

struggles for recognition activated by a new subject of politics –the citizen– who 

embodies a language centred on rights and liberties, and conceives of himself or herself 

as an individual. 

It is no small thing to say about modern politics that it rises as a sphere of its own 

and that it is modified in its substantial content. And yet, perhaps this set of changes does 

not adequately capture the depth of the transformations that took place in the crisis of the 

Old Regime in relation to politics. For the above-mentioned views are based on a more 
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or less implicit common presupposition, which is that politics is a sphere of order and 

community life that contains itself: it can undergo internal transformations and shits in 

status, but it retains its essential contours, its logic being that of the distinction between 

ally and adversary, who can be defined as either an agonist or classified as an antagonist 

to be excluded (Mouffe 2005). These would be the boundaries that are made and unmade 

in the establishment of modern politics. 

 What I argue in this paper is that politics also experiences another genuine 

phenomenon that does not occur in other spheres of social life: the overflowing of its 

conventional boundaries as a sphere within any given order. This singular characteristic 

is the effect of a power consubstantial to politics, which Alessandro Pizzorno has called 

the “reflexive power of politics” (Pizzorno 1987), originating in the appropriation by 

subjects of a set of interpretative resources. As a function of this reflexive power, other 

spheres of community life, which until then have been treated according to established 

conventions or following instituted norms, become subject to polemic and dispute; and 

eventually to collective deliberation, which is the essential core of political action.  

The reflexive power of politics has often been treated under another name, namely 

“politicisation” (Palonen 2003). However, the use of this category does not serve to 

distinguish the perspective I am pointing out here: politicisation is usually understood as 

the subjects' awareness of the relevance of politics, that is, the taking of a position with 

respect to the field of politics, the established powers and the individual´s capacity to 

intervene in political processes. But left as it is, the category rather underlines and 

emphasises the borders of the political sphere, and at most serves to point out that politics 

appeals to the subjects, forcing them to deal with it without questioning the contours of 

this sphere.  

Politicisation is not only ambiguous but also leaves unexplained the very process 

it describes; it is something that happens, yet about which the category itself does not 

provide any understanding: politicisation must in turn be explained as the result of a 

process, which implies the use of other categories. More appropriate is the perspective 

that politics provides a series of resources that allow subjects to give meaning to the 

content and forces that make up the sphere of politics. This use of interpretative resources 

occurs at the individual level, although it is impracticable without reference to a set of 

values and referents whose meaning is shared by entire populations, in the form of 

cultures. And there is also another level of politics that is itself collective in nature, which 

is the exercise of deliberation, decision-making (Dryzek 2002).  
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The focus of this presentation is how politics brings into discussion and 

deliberation other areas of community life outside of politics, which under normal 

circumstances are fixed by convention or instituted in the form of more formal rules. This 

facet of politics allows us to question and break with the teleology that accompanies 

modern historical dynamics, exacerbated by such distinctions as direct versus delegated 

democracy, or that of revolution. 

 

The 1808 Juntas in Spain as boundless politics 

In the spring of 1808, some major cities on the Iberian peninsula witnessed very broad-

based community mobilisations that culminated in the seizure of local power (Carantoña 

2012). Despite occurring as sudden shocks and concentrated in a fairly short period of 

time, they were far from being spontaneous movements: the urban protests of 1808 were 

quite strategically organised (Fraser 2008, 124-153). They were usually led by individuals 

previously involved in the atmosphere of protest and conspiracy that surrounded the so-

called Mutiny of Aranjuez in March, which led to the dismissal of the hitherto –and over 

a decade– strongman at the court of Charles IV, Manuel de Godoy. In fact, the spring 

cycle of mobilisation is inseparable from the context of the previous upheaval, which 

points to a process of “politicisation” in the leadership that had been going on for a long 

time. 

 One difference between these two contexts is that from May onwards, the central 

power that had been the scene of the March protest collapsed – hence the spring 

mobilisations adopted a decentralised format, spreading throughout the peninsula. The 

other, no less important, was the definition of an enemy external to the community – the 

Napoleonic troops – in a process of utter resignification that ultimately triggered the urban 

mobilisations (Hoquellet 2001). These extended throughout the country in the wake of 

the popular uprising in the capital and court, Madrid, and following the news of the 

Bourbons' renunciation of the throne in favour of the Bonaparte family. 

The definition of an invader is an obvious example of the friend/foe distinction, 

the essential mechanism of the political; indeed, Carl Schmitt interpreted the formation 

of the Spanish guerrillas in the War of Independence as the pioneering example of a 

sovereign power for communal self-defence, and in that sense, a quintessential expression 

of the emergence of a collective identity by the radical exclusion of some other (Schmitt 

[1966] 2013). In this case, such collective identity would be the Spanish nation. 



107 
 

However, there is a missing piece in this whole interpretation: it moves almost 

automatically from cultural resignification to military self-organisation. In order for the 

guerrilla to take shape, a political process had to take place beforehand, which led 

community by community to decant local power in favour of involvement in the defence 

of the Bourbon dynasty and against the invasion of a foreign army. The upshot of this 

process was the formation of urban juntas, a city-scale phenomenon of self-government 

with projection over the territory, which drew its legitimacy from the so-called “deposit 

of sovereignty”, a legal figure that was part of the repertoire of measures to be enabled in 

the absence of the sovereign's person (Portillo Valdés 2006).  

The juntas of 1808 are, in short, presented as the institutional response to the 

vacatio regis produced by a self-affirming Spanish national identity triggered from the 

rejection to the kidnapping of the legitimate monarch, Ferdinand VII. This interpretation 

is shared by the vast majority of Spanish historians and Americanists. And quite 

persuasive as it is, it raises at least one question that has not generally been addressed: 

why should the expression of the deposit of sovereignty take specifically the form of 

juntas? 

To address this question, it is useful first to point out a notable difference between 

the format of juntas on the peninsula and in the American territories under Spanish rule. 

In the overseas, the juntas that were formed in different localities coexisted in competition 

with the pre-existing institutions and authorities, especially the audiencias that organised 

the exercise of jurisdictional power over the territory, to the point of developing into dual 

power –thus fitting into what is usually defined as a “revolutionary situation” (Aya 1990). 

In contrast, on the peninsula, the urban mobilisations of the spring of 1808 were directly 

directed against the powers established in the great territorial jurisdictions, known as the 

“Acuerdo” – composed of the court of appeals, the military authority (usually a captaincy 

commanding the garrison) and the regimiento or local governing body); and they 

succeeded in replacing them with juntas that arrogated power over the territory in the 

name of the deposit of sovereignty. 

This different outcome and composition of power on either side of the Atlantic 

has been the object of explanations that are not relevant to the issue at stake (Chiaramonti 

2007). Yet the comparison shows that the juntas were not the only authority stemming 

from the deposit of sovereignty in the Hispanic territories; and their contrast also 

illuminates the depth of the institutional alteration in the peninsula at the onset of the War 

of Independence: the established institutions of justice, government and militia were 
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suppressed, all their functions being arrogated by a junta established ad hoc, with full 

powers over the whole community. A change of this magnitude could not be accomplished 

without a significant dose of collective violence. Often the constituted authorities were 

reluctant to abandon their offices and positions, which only yielded to the demand after 

the decantation of local forces in favour of the insurgents whenever they found support 

in groups of military and part of the public officials; nevertheless, there were cases of 

active resistance, which led to the lynching of local authorities – called “arrastres” or 

draggings –, of which almost a hundred are documented throughout the peninsular 

geography. 

In short, the juntas were not simply a mechanism for the temporary supplanting 

of sovereignty, but a device for the replacement of institutions. This alone should have 

given rise to a whole new direction in research and reflection still lacking to this day. The 

focus has, instead, been on the social composition of the junta movement. There are 

plenty of studies on the subject, but even the most refined and meticulous ones agree in 

that what predominated in the juntas was continuity in the social bases of power: among 

their members there were leaders emerging from the context of crisis and non-privilege 

background, but in general the leadership of the juntas reproduced the social structures 

and legal caesuras inherited from the Ancien Régime – being aminly stuffed by 

landowners, rentiers and local officials (Artola 1959; Hocquellet 2008; Fraser 2008). It is 

to this consensus that Spanish historiography has clung for over half a century, concluding 

that 1808 could not, in any profound sense, be the triggering of a social revolution in the 

inspiration of the 1789 French case. 

This interpretation does not seem to be questionable on the evidence it offers, but 

it is for other reasons. To begin with, it focuses exclusively on the institutional political 

sphere, emphasizing its substantive continuity given that the social composition of local 

power was not significantly modified. This approach does not take into account that, 

observed from the old institutions they replaced, the boundaries of the power represented 

by the juntas were being overflowed. This issue came to the fore in the following months 

in some of the main cities under the control of the insurgent – such as Valencia or Cádiz 

– where decisions taken by the juntas induced popular indignation and eventually gave 

way to mobilisations that successfully demanded the replacement of their officers 

(Sánchez León 2020). Events like these show that, at the very least, the power held by the 

junta was different in nature from the traditional legitimacy, its members being subject to 

accountability – though often made effective by pressure from outside. One way of 
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addressing this issue is by acknowledging that with the establishment of the juntas the 

boundaries of the political sphere had been considerably expanded, so that, in addition to 

the appointed officers, new legitimate actors had been given recognition or were 

empowered to question and influence the decisions taken by the junta. 

From this perspective, the issue of why the junta was chosen in 1808 as 

institutional embodiment for the repository of sovereignty may be answered as follows: 

such device was more suitable to a context in which the very conception of sovereignty 

was being contested by new collective actors who arrogated the reflexive power that 

politics provides. This view challenges the usual interpretation from social history, which 

in its stressing of continuities proves to be an elitist approach. 

For its part, constitutional historiography has answered the question by arguing 

that, like the deposit of sovereignty, the juntas were an institution of ancestry that referred 

to the pre-existing legal tradition (Portillo Valdés 2000). And indeed, juntas were a form 

of consultative meeting or decision-making assembly, transversal to all the institutions of 

the Monarchy, which were usually convened to hear all the authorised voices concerned 

by some matter (Andrés-Gallego 2008). However, the juntas summoned by the Habsburg 

or Bourbon authorities normally functioned as a supplement to the regular councils; they 

were not gathered for the exercise of power over the territory. In fact, the only urban-level 

juntas with capacity over the territory throughout the Modern period in Castile were 

established by the comuneros, the revolters against the Monarchy in 1520-21, who were 

repressed and left an infamous memory for generations (Sánchez León 2002).  

Undoubtedly, this perception had changed by 1808, a context in which the search 

for the origins of a possible Castilian “constitution” was leading many authors to identify 

the value of the ancient urban liberties stifled by the royal power since the end of the 

Middle Ages (Portillo Valdés 2000). However, such traditions could not parallel in entity, 

rank or legitimacy to the legal tradition of the Catholic Monarchy (Lorente and Garriga 

2008). And yet, even in cities where the established authorities sided from the outset with 

the anti-napoleonic forces, the traditional institutions were also replaced by juntas. From 

a legal perspective, the only explanation to this procedure is that the state of exception 

favoured a more communitarian type of legitimacy expressing the unity of all local forces 

around a single, all-encompassing political entity. Such political logic would be one based 

on a friend/foe dichotomy: the exceptionality of the war against an invader foregrounded 

those institutional traditions that embodied the essential exclusion and, given the 

magnitude of the external threat, fostered a strongly inclusive political framework. 
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It is likely that a rationality of this kind shaped the formation of the peninsular 

juntas; instead, it can hardly be adduced as a decisive factor in the American experience, 

where the invading enemy never set foot. But the main problem with this perspective 

from legal history is that the performance of the juntas does not fit into the legal culture 

characteristic of the Spanish Ancien Régime, which is on the other considered to have 

shaped the subsequent constituent process of 1810-1812 (Lorente and Garriga 2007).  

Despite the juntas can be traced back in the traditional legal culture, the fact is 

that, once established, they broke with all continuities with the past in their exercise of 

power. Juntas were inconsistent with the pre-existing institutional framework from the 

moment they declared themselves sovereign over their surrounding territory: by 

definition, sovereignty can neither be shared nor distributed. Moreover, they embodied a 

novel kind of sovereignty. At the institutional level this expressed itself in the junta's 

direct control of the treasury and the army – the two pillars of the modern nation state, 

which John Pocock, referring to the seventeenth-century, named “the institutions of the 

Leviathan” (Pocock 1996). The issue exemplifies how, under conditions, the sphere of 

politics overflows its conventional boundaries, in this case as inherited from the Old 

Regime, and extends its jurisdiction over other established spheres, opening them to 

debate and eventually reshaping them through deliberation. 

But the most important area of political overflow provoked by the 1808 juntas of 

1808 has to do with the intermediate bodies. Urban juntas did not pave the way for the 

revival of the traditional body politic, which was composed of to corporate entities 

ultimately founded on inequality before the law. Quite on the contrary, what defined the 

junta was that it dissolved all marks of privilege (only in the case of the Catalan juntas, 

in an attempt to recover a corporate local governance, a internal differentiation following 

division in estates was initially maintained). Social history has not adequately pointed out 

this feature of the juntas: despite they were composed of privileged members – some of 

which were even recruited from the titled nobility – the privileged as estate lacked any 

singular status or special power inside them (Sánchez León 2020).  

Comparing this composition to that of the comuneros in early modern Castile 

provides a counterfactual that sheds decisive light on the shifting boundaries of politics. 

The town councils of 1520 – which, incidentally, also replaced the institutions of urban 

government – were internally shaped by the legal division between privileged knights and 

taxpaying pecheros, to the extent that the governance rebels established faced decision-

making problems due to their organisation through estate divisions, their unity of action 
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being only guaranteed by the hegemony exerted over the councils by the lower nobility 

(Sánchez León 2002). In 1808, by contrast, as a collective the nobility – a tradition of 

collective self-organisation – was far from leading the mobilisations. Once the juntas 

were created, their capacity of leverage leaned only on their individual prestige, as shown 

by the fact that the juntas imposed taxation over the whole population according to their 

wealth without regard to legal status.   

Although many among the hitherto privileged willingly accepted the payment of 

taxes, the end of the exemption is the final expression of how, under conditions, the 

reflexive power of politics can spread itself and subject to controversy – and eventually 

to deliberation – other spheres of community life, in this case those dealing with the 

inequal fiscal status shaping the entire Old Regime. This view provides a theoretical 

critique to the conventional social explanation of the juntas: the power of a group does 

not lay just in their individual members´ stuffing of political institutions, but ultimately 

in their capacity to exert political leverage or control through collective organisation –a 

feature the Castilian nobility was unable to show in the context of 1808.  

 On the opposite side of the social spectrum – among the non-privileged –, another 

essential transformation took place that once again illuminates the reflexive power of 

politics spreading beyond its conventional sphere. In the absence of an effective corporate 

nobility, the only power that could claim legitimacy under emerging the state of 

emergency was the people. There is a terminology issue here to be addressed for a correct 

interpretation of 1808: sovereign power was initially arrogated by the pueblos, a word 

used both to indicate localities encompassing a community and to define a framework of 

institutions with the capacity to exercise power over the territory (Calderón and Thibaud 

2010). However, the juntas of 1808 were “popular” juntas also from a social perspective 

–and not just by default, that is, in the absence of another competing power such as a 

corporate organisation of the nobility with effective capacity for influence.   

 The juntas of 1808 were popular in the peninsula insofar as both the process of 

seizing power and the new legitimacy referred from the outset to a language of “the people” 

that was not merely traditional: it involved a novel recoinage of the concept, after 

reabsorbing that of the “plebe”, coined in the wake of the Enlightenment reforms in the 

last third of the 18th century and which had introduced an internal cleavage in the people 

(Sánchez León 2020, 29-89). Accordingly, the people available before May 1808 was a 

fragmented entity marked by the exclusion of a plebe rated as unworthy and incapable 

(Sánchez León 2022). Seen in this way, the re-signified people of 1808 was less 
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traditional rather than a contextual and performative subject emerging anew in the crisis 

of the monarchy. Obviously, it was definitively a political subject collectively acting and 

given recognition as the sovereignty basis of the junta. This status acquired by the people 

also helps understand that throughout the constituent process leading to the 1812 

Constitution, eventually the language of the people would be replaced by “the nation”, a 

much less political and more acceptable category for parliamentary representatives –an 

issue beyond the interest of this text. 

In any case, even if legal inequalities disappeared, the order emerging from the 

juntas did not put an end to social inequalities internal to local communities. These were 

certainly economic, relating to land ownership, but not only: there existed also pre-

established hierarchies of status and social capital which reflected themselves 

composition of the sovereign assemblies of 1808. It is in the realm of local culture and 

customs, with their idiosyncratic repositories of conventional valuations and referents, 

that the expansion of politics in 1808 encountered its limits. 

 

Conclusion 

When we applying the concept of crisis to the Old Regime, it is implicitly implied that, 

insofar as the modern separation between institutions and civil society had not taken place, 

and that it was the crisis what triggered a process culminating in such separation. Yet we 

miss the fact that in the Hispanic monarchy the crisis of 1808 was already an early 

historical expression of that separation: the organic coherence between the corporate 

bodies and communities was broken by the 1808 crisis which, in an unprecedented way, 

separated institutions from communities, and corporations from their individual members. 

The peninsular sovereign juntas between 1808 and 1810 must therefore be seen not as the 

building of an alternative institutional framework stemming from this fracture, but rather 

as an attempt to close, suture or at least bridge it by bringing the separate parts of the 

established order back together again. 

Contrary to what interpretations of the crisis of the Old Regime assume, the juntas 

were therefore the expression of a bid for reintegrating institutions and community, 

between order and subjects, that the legitimacy crisis of the monarchy had suddenly laid 

bare. However, leaving the conclusion here does not resolve the issue at stake: after all, 

it is possible to argue that the state of exception generated by the Napoleonic invasion 

favoured such communitarian political dynamics. In fact, it is commonly added that there 

were two ideological orientations more or less explicit at the heart of the juntas: some of 
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its members were traditionalist, wishing for the restoration of the Bourbon institutional 

and estates order, while others were influenced by intellectual projections of the radical 

Enlightenment inspired by the Rousseaunian general will.  

This interpretation remains hegemonic because it seems to fit in with the later 

configuration of liberal and anti-liberal ideological positions, which have often been seen 

as already taking shape during the War of Independence. But precisely for this, the view 

is suspicious of tracing too much backwards the origins to what would later become the 

great political identities of 19th century Spain (Portillo 2017). While acknowledging that 

these caesuras were certainly being developed in the context of the emergence of the 

juntista movement, what is far from being proven is that they shaped the dynamics of the 

juntas.  

The interpretation proposed here gives the juntas a constituent character at the 

level of each local community and in its territory. Seen in this light, it was the kind of 

order produced by the juntas what contributed to shape enduring political-ideological 

divisions within Spanish society emerging at the beginning of the 19th century – even 

influencing pro-French allegiances –, and not the other way round. In any case that could 

be their effect, but not their internal logic: the juntas as such were not controlled by any 

particular collective subject, least of all by those from the ranks of the privileged. Neither, 

of course, were they the embryonic expression of a modern politics bridging between 

civil society and a modern institutional framework for political participation and 

representation; rather, they were an experiment in radical community reintegration that 

on the one hand reduced the sudden breach between institutions and local society, while 

on the other overflowed the limits that the traditional order assigned to the sphere of 

politics.  

The problem, or rather the contradiction, inherent to the juntas was that, in an 

attempt to stitch up a rupture in the traditional order, it introduced institutional innovations 

that further and definitively removed the possibility of a return to the traditional order. In 

this sense, the juntas, however legitimist they claimed to be, were anything but restorative. 

Yet on the other hand, the changes they impelled did not necessarily point towards the 

definition of citizenship, not even place the functioning of local politics on the path to 

modernity. They represent a case of absolute politics, generating a power that would have 

no place in the constitutional design of 1812, let alone the subsequent liberal Constitutions 

of the 1830s and 1840s. Indeed, one way of interpreting the Cadiz constitutional 

settlement is precisely as the attempt to recompose, now with inherited ancient legal 
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materials, a sovereign power legitimately supplanting the radical break with the pre-1808 

institutional framework produced by the irruption of the juntas.  

This should be a terrain for opening a dialogue with the legal and constitutional 

history. Recent interpretations in this field have departed from the teleology that until 

recently dominated studies on the Constitution of Cadiz; however, the growing consensus 

in favour of a prospective approach to the legal culture of 1812 is currently not being 

applied to the period from 1808 to 1812, where approaches become retrospective once 

again: interest in meaning to the resulting constitutional framework, the events from the 

Mutiny of Aranjuez and 2 May 1808 to the summoning of the Cortes in 1810 are read 

from the final outcome of the constituent process.  

My way of approaching the issue is that the juntas did not empower a modern 

citizen, but neither did they leave the traditional neighbour (vecino) in its place. On their 

part, combined or intermediate neighbour/citizen categories should be avoided, as they 

reproduce the teleology underlying the imaginaries of modernity. This is why I have 

proposed to start from a collective conception of the subject as a people, and to leave 

aside the conventional dichotomy tradition/modernity, looking instead at the issue from 

the “spatial” perspective of a politics that overflows its conventionally instituted borders.  
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Abstract: 

 

During Ptolemaic period society starts a hybridization process between the two 

main cultures that lived in those times, the Greek and the Egyptian. The cultural identity 

continued in the funerary practices because of the transformation of the self in the dead. 

Mumification was the funerary Egyptian tradition par excellence, and there is some 

evidence of people who had a Greek or double cultural identity that had a funerary 

Egyptian rite. In this sense, the funerary shows how deep was the hybridization process 

that the Ptolemaic Egypt experienced. 
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Ptolemaic Egypt and its hybrid identity 

The Ptolemaic period is the Hellenistic era of Egypt. Alexander the Great conquered this 

land during 332 BC, and, after his dead in 323 BC, the Diadochi Ptolemy I got the control 

over the country around 305 BC and started a dynasty that ruled Egypt until the death of 

Cleopatra VII in 30 BC. During this time society begins an important hybridization 

process between the Greeks and the Egyptians. 

 
57  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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The Greeks who settled in the territory needed to adapt to a greater extent to local 

customs, and the cultural impact of the Hellenic traditions that were predominant in other 

more heavily Hellenized cities such as Alexandria (Bingen 2007, 240 and ss.; Castellano 

i Solé 2017, 82-92). The processes of cultural hybridization between Greeks and 

Egyptians, as the two predominant cultures in the Egyptian space in the Ptolemaic period, 

inclined in favour of a greater weight of Egyptian culture within the Theban context, 

despite the political and administrative dominance of the Greeks. 

The construction of the identity between the own culture and the one of the other 

has this dimension in the funerary as a space for the construction of identity and social 

integration after death. The question of identity within a process of cultural hybridization 

and coexistence is fundamental to understand the limits and needs of both peoples. 

Two of the main examples of the hybridization process are the Egyptian-Greek 

marriages (Martín Hernández 2016, 57) and the popularization in the use of the Greek 

language, first within the administrative sphere, but finishing with the creation of Coptic 

(Torallas Tovar 2005). 

The mutation of the identity during life is a question of adaptability, but when we 

talk about the transformation or hybridization of the cultural identity in the dead the topic 

is more complex, because of its eco in the eternity. Hernando argues that identity in death 

is always a timeless relational identity, just like myth. Because of the emotions that death 

and the dead cause in us, traditionally we found the answer in the myth and the relational 

identity, even by a person with a high degree of individualization (Hernando 2002, 99-

100; Hernando 2012, 103). Besides, the dead continues the relation with the living group 

even if he or she is not in this world anymore (Martínez González 2017, 237) and, in this 

sense, the dead has its own identity. 

 

Mummification 

During this time, as Diodorus and the mummies of this period show, they continued the 

practice of mummification and other funerary rituals over the dead. All these processes 

had a religious meaning, and their goal was the presentation of the dead in the afterlife, 

in order to guarantee his or her access to life after dead. Through the mummification the 

dead transformed themselves in an Osiris. 

Also, the mummy of the deceased was treated as a sculpture of himself. One 

example of this is the Ritual of Opening the Mouth in front of the tomb. This ritual was 

also performed daily for the statues of the gods in the temples (Budge 1894, 172-173; 
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Ikram 2003, 185-186; Smith 2009, 40; Hays 2010, 5-6; Harrington 2013, 103-104; 

Marshall and Lichtenberg 2013, 43-44; Martín Hernández 2016, 56). According to 

Graves-Brown, the act of sculpting a statue was called “giving birth”, and the sculptor 

was “the one who brings life”. In this sense, in the funeral ritual, the embalming artisans 

were needed to transfigure the deceased through the ritual of manufacturing of the dead 

(Graves-Brown 2018, 136). 

But the transformation of the body was not the only thing that helped the spirit of 

the deceased; also the funerary texts, the coffin and the amulets, for example, worked in 

this goal. Through these materials the presentation of the dead in the afterlife or receiving 

the funerary rituals was as important as the act of making a mummy. 

In the myth, Osiris was the first god who received a mummification, so he was a 

mythical model that the deceased looked up to in order to guarantee their own revival in 

the hereafter. Osiris was part of the Heliopolitan Ennead. In the Heliopolitan cosmogony 

the creator god is Atum-Ra who creates Shu (male, air) and Tefnut (female, humidity), 

which creates Geb (male, earth) and Nut (female, heaven). Nut, with the help of his 

brother Geb, gets pregnant with Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys (Llull 2006, 13-24). 

Osiris and Isis were the kings of Egypt, but their brother Seth was jealous of Osiris. 

For this reason, Seth conspires against Osiris in order to kill him and be the new king of 

Egypt. Isis manages to recover the corpse of her brother and husband, so with the help of 

Nephthys and Anubis they perform the first mummification to bring him back to life. In 

some versions of the myth, Seth dismembers Osiris and Isis gathers the pieces and puts 

them together with her magic. This dismemberment happens to the deceased too, but in 

an imaginary way. At this moment of encounter Isis becomes pregnant. Osiris comes back 

to life, but not in the human world as such (Louvre C 286; Hdt. 2, 144; D. S. I, 21, 1-11; 

Plu. Is. et Os. 362 E – 363 A and 376 F – 377 B.; Lichtheim 1976, 81-85; Pinch 1994, 25-

26; Martín Hernández 2016, 52). Therefore, it is Isis, the magician goddess, who helps 

the god through her magic to recover his life. 

After this event Isis goes to the Delta to hide her pregnancy from her brother Seth. 

In one version Horus is older, he exposes his legitimacy to inherit the throne before a 

court presided over by Ra or Geb, where Isis, Thot, and Anubis support him; but in others 

it is a violent conflict, known as the contest between Horus and Seth, a story in which 

Seth rips out his left eye and Horus' testicles. Thot, the other god strongly linked to the 

heka, is involved in this event as well. Horus wins in court and, when crowned, performs 

funerary rituals for his father: he lifts the djed pillar and with the help of his udjat eye 
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helps bringing Osiris back to life in the Duat. Osiris thus becomes king of the underworld 

and judge of the dead, while his son Horus is legitimized on the throne of Egypt. Seth is 

compensated with two female goddesses and allowed to live in heaven with Ra and be 

the god of storms and desert (Pinch 1994, 27; Martín Hernández 2016, 52). 

The death of Osiris leads the cosmos to a stop: the Egyptians did not have an end 

of the world as such, but a collapse of their context, a moment of sethian chaos (Assmann 

2001, 70-71). In addition, Osiris is a civilizing god who overcomes death. The 

dismemberment of the god and the reunion of his members guarantees the unity of the 

country and its survival; that is, the fulfillment of the maat established at the origin of the 

times (Assmann 2001, 123-127; Cauville and Ibrahim 2015, 151). 

Since Osiris is the model of mummification, all the dead that got into the process 

transformed themselves into an Osiris. Because of that we find in the funerary texts from 

all the times the locution Osiris NN or Osiris of NN after the dead had received the 

mummification and a way of ritual identification of them with the god. According to 

Smith, the identification of the dead with the god is not absolute, but a liturgical union 

rather than a mystical union, that is an identification related to the rite. Giving Osiris to 

someone did not imply, according to Smith, a ritual identification with him 58 . The 

identification was not permanent and was ritually contingent. The ritual texts were recited 

by priests and magicians and had the same effective power; moreover, the same person 

could recite both types of text (Gwyn Griffiths 1980, 47, 56, 84, 187; Ritner 2008, 8-9, 

13-15; Smith 2017, 144-146). 

We find priestly texts that tell us about the mummification process in the Dynasty 

XXI, in Thebes, and some of them refer to their activity with two equivalent expressions: 

“repetition of mummification for” and “give Osiris to”. This could explain Osiris NN: 

they possess an Osiris because they have been given through the rite of mummification. 

Justification and mummification would be thus related: justification was moral 

mummification, and mummification would be the justification of the body. During the 

First Intermediate Period and the Middle Kingdom mummification was not available to 

everyone. However, rituals and spells recited during mummification were more important 

than mummification itself in acquiring Osiris NN status; ensured during the rite that the 

individual was accepted (Smith 2017, 262-264, 270), claiming that he was free from sin. 

 
58According to Smith (Smith 2009, 7; Smith 2017, 144-146), identifying the king with Osiris or other 

gods is part of the magic, which gives him some status, power, or attributes associated with them. This 

shows that the king did not become a concrete god permanently. 
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Besides, the death of Osiris, also linked to the role of Horus in the myth, gave them the 

model for the funeral cult and also the model of worship in general (Assmann 2001, 96). 

Besides, this physical process of the dead was also a ritual of transformation and 

presentation of the deceased in the world and in the hereafter. 

Additionally, it is substantial to mention the representation of the individual as 

such. This representation of the individual, for example at the Judgment of Osiris, with 

his corporeity, and therefore individual identity, shows us the importance of maintaining 

the identity that was in life and that now transcends the afterlife. The proper name and the 

portraits would also act in the same way. 

In order to deeply understand this division, the dismemberment of the ordinary 

dead, we will go on to remark the forces that make up the individual and that are separated 

in death. Assmann supports that the image of death as a dismemberment derives on one 

side from the Egyptian image of the body as an element composed of multiplicity of parts 

that through blood are united and, on the other hand, the idea of death as a moment of 

dismemberment and rejoin (Assmann 2005, 26). In mummification and in funerary rites 

the reunification of the self is performed to protect and guarantee access to life after death, 

also bringing them life by the Ritual of Opening the Mouth59 and the offerings of food 

and drink during the burial and in festivals like the Beauty Feast of the Valley in Thebes 

(Budge 1894, 172-173; Ikram 2003, 185-186, 199-200; Smith 2009, 40; Hays 2010, 5-6; 

Harrington 2013, 103-104; Marshall and Lichtenberg 2013, 43-44, Müller 2014, 88). 

The individual in ancient Egypt consisted of ka, ba, akh, name, body, and shadow. 

When all these elements died, they separated. Both the gods and the deceased possessed 

ka, ba and akh. These three elements could be considered the three elements of the 

deceased. The ka was the life force of the person he obtained at birth, it seems that from 

the progenitor, and seems to be related to the social sphere of the individual, although 

depending on the period we find it performing different aspects of the individual: double, 

life force, essence, guardian angel, even consciousness. In addition, the tomb served the 

function of being the house of the ka (Pinch 1994, 147; Schumann-Antelme and Rossini 

1998, 4; Ikram 2003, 26-28; Assmann 2005, 112; Smith 2009, 5-6; Harrington 2013, 13-

14; Graves-Brown 2018, 69, 94). 

 
59 Budge (Budge 1894, 172-173) talks about the Ritual of Opening the Mouth in the tomb through Ani’s 

Papyrus: “[…] and the deceased says in the text, ‘Ptah has opened my mouth with that instrument of steel 

with which he opened the mouth of the gods’. When the mouth of the deceased had been opened, his ka 

gained control of his speech, intelligence and limbs, and was able to hold intercourse with the gods, and to 

go in and out of his tomb whenever he pleased”. 
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The ba was intimately linked to the body, so it needed food and drink. For Smith 

the ba is, in fact, the physical manifestation of the individual in the world; we also cannot 

understand ba as a soul without body; that is the Book of Transformations from the 

Ptolemaic Period (Smith 2009, 4). The ba is that winged bird with a human head that 

comes in and out of the grave and could go into the world of the dead. They had the ability 

to take other non-human forms, as shown in P. Louvre E 3452, or have sexual intercourse 

(Smith 2009, 627-649). The gods had a ba too, and it seems that it was an active part of 

them (Testa 2011, 18; Harrington 2013, 4-5). The deceased achieved the akh's status of 

becoming a justified being before the gods after performing a good death60  (Graves-

Brown 2018, 81) and won the judgment of Osiris. On the other hand, the body, after death 

and through the mummification process, became something like a statue (Pinch 1994, 34, 

45, 147; Ikram 2003, 31; Assmann 2005, 13, 112; Smith 2009, 4-6; Harrington 2013, 7-

10; Müller 2014, 86; Lucarelli 2017, 136; Graves-Brown 2018, 69, 94). As for the shadow 

it remained on the earth, but it was part of the ba (Pinch 1994, 34, 45, 147; Schumann-

Antelme and Rossini 1998, 4, 61-63; Ikram 2003, 26; Assmann 2005, 13, 112; Smith 

2009, 4-6; Harrington 2013, 11; Lucarelli 2017, 136; Graves-Brown 2018, 69, 94). 

The name brought together the full force of the magical identity of every living 

being, including the gods. The one whose name was pronounced was forced to obey, 

although the secret name of the individual was even more powerful, as we have previously 

discussed (Raven 2012, 52). According to Assmann the name lived in the world, in 

memory, and in this sense, had a certain affinity with the ka (Assmann 2005, 112). The 

name was a fundamental aspect of personality (Pinch 1994, 110); in fact, saying the name 

was part of the traditional ritual of rebuilding the deceased (Müller 2014, 88). Actually, 

some spells seek to ensure the survival of the name of the deceased: the goal of spell 25 

of the Book of the Dead is to avoid that the deceased forgets his or her own name, so 

forgetting the name posed a risk to his or her existence in the afterlife, as it was the word 

that designated his or her identity61 (Pinch 1994, 52; Carrier 2009, 127). 

Ikram points out that the name of the individual was one of the most important 

elements in life and the afterlife. The name gave an identity, without which one was not 

 
60 As Graves-Brown points (Graves-Brown 2018, 81): “Without rites one could not become an akh. Several 

categories of dead were in particular danger of this, including foreigners, the drowned, enemies of Re and 

criminals. Enemies of the dogs, criminal and foreigners, one would expect, would not receive 

transfiguration rituals and the necessary rites could not be performed if drowned bodies were not recovered”. 
61 Carrier points (Carrier 2009, 127) that the BM EA 10477 Papyrus or Nu's Papyrus is “formule pour faire 

l’évocation du nom de l’intendant du directeur du Trésor Nounou J. V. qu’a engendré l’intendant du 

directeur du Trésor Amenhotep, à son avantage dans la nécropole”. 
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a person, and his or her existence was finished; something not desirable for the Egyptians. 

For this reason, it was important to keep the name. In addition, Ikram argues that this 

obsession with one's own name is transcultural as it is the main manifestation of the self 

and therefore the names are left in the graffiti as a proof of it (Ikram 2003, 24-26). 

The name brought together the power of the magical identity of every living being, 

including the gods (Raven 2012, 52). Also, the act of saying the name of the deceased 

was a way to keep them alive (Montserrat 1996, 177; Müller 2014, 88): there is some 

evidence of petitions to the living, who visited the burial place, to say the name of the 

dead that lied in some private Theban tombs of the New Kingdom (Den Doncker 2012, 

23-24). 

There was another moment when it was important to know the names of the gods. 

In spell 125 of the Book of the Dead of Nu’s Papyrus (BM EA 10477), after the negative 

confession during the Judgement of Osiris, the dead says that there will be no evil upon 

him in the hereafter or in the Double Truth Hall, because he knows the name of the gods 

who are there (Budge 1928, 362; Carrier 2009, 451-459). 

The importance of knowing the proper name of the gods, of things, was 

fundamental to exerting magic. In addition, for Schumann-Antelme and Rossini the name 

was important among the ancients because image and word were equivalent. Furthermore, 

someone named was included in life, the goal was to avoid anonymity (Schumann-

Antelme and Rossini 1998, 4-5). Moreover, Assmann points out that the statue (that also 

includes the name of the individual) was an expression of his or her own identity62 

(Assmann 1996, 66, 79-81). In this sense the presentation of the dead in the papyri is 

another manifestation of the deceased identity. 

The reunification of the dead and the ritual of mummification was the way to 

maintain the deceased’s identity in the hereafter, but this time assuming part of the Osiris 

identity. Also, mummification was the funerary Egyptian ritual practice par excellence 

and assuming an Osirian aspect and identity for the eternity was more significant if the 

deceased had a Greek identity as well. 

 

Egyptian and Greeks in the Duat 

 
62 As Assmann says (Assmann 1996, 66 and 79-81): “Portraiture, as well as its inscriptional counterpart, 

biography, is meant to keep alive the remembrance of the individual appearance, achievement and character 

of the deceased and to bestow permanence to the singular and unmistakably individual final shape that s/he 

has developed during her/his time upon earth”. 
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In this part we will see some examples of the dual identity in the funerary world of this 

period. 

The first example is the Theban archive of the choachytes63 which provides us 

with a list of 135 bilingual data from the second century BC. In 127 cases, Greek endings 

are given to Egyptian names (ς, ις, ης), for example Wsir-wr = Όσοροῆρις. They adapted 

Egyptian names to Greek under a fairly simple pattern, although there could be exceptions. 

Usually, the last letter of Egyptian names disappeared (Pestman 1993, 485-487). The 

Greek name had its importance in a context where the rulers had that cultural identity too 

and the administrative language was the Aegean one. 

Another example is the Berlin 3008 Papyrus which has been dated to the 2nd 

century BC., written in hieroglyphic and hieratic, a ritual text recited during the Osirian 

Khoiak festival, adapted for a woman with a double Egyptian and Greek name, known as 

Taratis and Nini. Her mother also had a double Egyptian and Greek name, known as 

Takhao and Persis. We do not know their professions. Through the text, mention is made 

of the mummification process and Taratis is treated as Osiris of NN, at the beginning of 

the text and in one of the text labels; the rest of it is a ritual text (Smith 2009, 129, 134). 

Perhaps the best example of dual identity is shown in the mummy labels or τάβλα. 

These objects are common in the Graeco-Roman period in Egypt64 and include the name 

and title of the deceased, tied to the neck of the mummies, so that they can be identified 

and continue their life in the afterlife. Besides, these labels are written in demotic or Greek, 

or sometimes bilingual, where they give the name and age of the deceased, sometimes 

also those of their parents. In collective tombs the bodies were stored without coffins or 

other funerary equipment, so the labels would help their identification (Smith and 

Dawson 1924, 68-69; Pestman, Quaegebeur and Vos 1977, 116; Spencer 1982, 130-131; 

Adams 1984, 48; Ikram 2003, 25; Martín Hernández 2009, 249 and ss.; Smith 2009, 23-

24; Torallas 2011, 117 and ss; Vleeming 2011, 1; Marshall and Lichtenberg 2013, 178-

181; Martín Hernández 2016, 55; Smith 2017, 379). Torallas (Torallas 2011, 118) says 

that the labels are practical texts for embalming. In addition, the need to include this 

practical data (name, patronymic, age, place of origin, occupation, and job) was necessary 

 
63 The association of the choachytes was not only a phenomenon in Thebes, but maybe the most famous of 

the Ptolemaic Egypt. This association of wAH-mw or χοαχύτης was in charge of the storage of the 

mummies before their burial, in addition to some functions during the burial, the administration of the 

tombs, the access to the Theban necropolis and the care of the tombs in many cases. 
64 The mummy labels were more popular during the Roman period than in then Ptolemaic times. 
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for the trip to the afterlife of the deceased. In order to understand this practically we will 

see two examples from the late Ptolemaic period in Dendera. 

The first is a label made of limestone and it has two texts: one in Greek and the 

other in Demotic. The Egyptian text says “Ba of Osiris of Smanubaste, son of Paruaeis” 

and in the Greek simply “Sbanubastis, son of Paruaeis”, which is interesting because the 

identification with Osiris only occurs in the Egyptian text. In addition, the name has its 

Egyptian (Smn-bšt) and Greek (Σβανουβάστις) variant, as we said before, it is common 

to add a termination to the Egyptian name to turn it Greek (Vleeming 2011, 49). 

The second one is a mummy label also made in limestone, which, despite being 

inscribed only in Greek, the deceased is identified with Osiris (which is why it is called 

“Osiris of Theretis”) followed by the names of her family (Vleeming 2011, 91). The 

identification with the god is common in Egyptian texts because they assume the identity 

of the Egyptian god, but not in Greek texts, so this label is an exception. 

 

Conclusions 

Identity is a complex concept and so it is its study. During the Ptolemaic period we can 

see a complex hybridization process that it is not the same in Alexandria than in Thebes 

or Dendera. The Greeks had to hybridize their identity with the others, the Egyptians, 

depending on the part of Egypt where they were. Besides, the Egyptians also adapted their 

administrative language and accepted the new Greek elite. The Greek had the power, but 

the Egyptians had the religion, the beliefs, and the tradition across this African land. 

As we could analyze, the name was an important part of the identity, of the self, 

and it connected with the cultural identity and the relation with the otherness. The 

adoption of a Greek name was a question of status, while having an Egyptian had its ritual 

and traditional dimension. Perhaps Greek was the administrative language, but Egyptian 

(specifically the hieroglyphic writing) was the language of their gods, so the double name, 

the double identity, had a double meaning. 

Also carrying these double names or a Greek name in the hereafter was a 

declaration of the importance of this part of the identity because it was going to last 

forever. During mummification, the names were recited to guarantee the arrival of the 

dead to the Osiris kingdom. They kept their Greek name or double name but also 

hybridized their identity with Osiris under the formula Osiris NN. The funerary identity 

of the individual in Ptolemaic Egypt was mainly Egyptian because of its religion, and the 
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introduction of a Greek identity within it is a proof of the hybridization of the religion in 

this period. 
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Abstract: 

 

The inclusion of social minorities and marginalized groups in museums has gained 

prominence both in practices and contemporary international museological thinking, 

regarding issues of access, content and collaborative action. However, disabled people – 

although considered one of the largest social minorities in the world – remain 

underrepresented in most museum exhibitions and public programs. When they are 

present, they appear in derogatory contexts little aligned with the advances developed 

over the 21st century in the rights of equality and otherness of disabled people.   

This paper explores some of the current issues in curatorial and interpretive 

practice, addressing and problematizing the way how museums explore disability through 

its collections. Also, it will focuses on a post-doctoral project with the aim to analyse a 

set of disability-related objects from the DGPC museum’s collections. The potential of 

collections to foster new disabled people identities will be addressed, based on two main 

questions: “why disability representation matters?” and “why should museums explore 

disability representations?”.   
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Introduction 

In recent decades, museums and heritage have sparked intense academic and political 

debate about their role, witnessing a paradigm shift in their comprehension as spaces for 

diversity and democracy (Semedo 2019, 152). As Black (2005, 5) observed, the 21st 

century museum is expected to be an agent of physical, economic, cultural and social 

regeneration, accessible to all, promoting social cohesion and inclusion, a resource for 

structured educational use, a meeting place for communities, etc. It seeks to be inclusive, 

developing activities, initiatives and practices, which aim to explore issues related to 

social exclusion, as well as its potential to act as an agent of inclusion at the individual, 

community and social level (Dood and Sandell 2001). 

At same time, there has been a significant increase in museum´s attention toward 

disability with the aim to improving access to these spaces. Several factors contributed to 

this, such as the notion of the role of museums in post-modernity, changes in the socio-

anthropological paradigm of disability and the impact of the political and social 

movements of disabled people, alongside the influence of rules and legislation for 

accessibility and anti-discrimination.  

The social model of disability in the eighties was a conceptual instrument adopted 

by some of the museums, which sought to respond to the challenges posed to their social 

and inclusive role by changing their policies and practices around disabled people 

(Sandell and Dood 2010). This model emerged in opposition to the medical model of 

disability in the 1960s – based on notions of disability as a “personal tragedy” and an 

individual problem, contributing to the perpetuation of various prejudices and stereotypes 

around disabled people, as well as the approach toward disability in terms of therapy 

and/or rehabilitation, neglecting the role of society and its barriers – physical, 

communicative and attitudinal – in the global experience of disability. The social model 

of disability, on the contrary, drew attention to aspects related to society's failure to 

respond to the needs of disabled people, imposed by the limitations and social barriers 

restricting equal participation, affecting only their exclusion and isolation. The interaction 

between museums and disabled people is one of these examples, being implicated in the 

way it contributes to the social participation of this group (Oliver 1990). 

This idea has led many museums to reconsider different ways of presenting their 

collections and to develop new services to become more accessible to disabled audiences. 

In general, a variety of resources have been developed, taking into account the access 

requirements of people with motor, neuro-degenerative, intellectual and visual disabilities 
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and the Deaf community. Several studies and guides on good accessibility practices also 

appeared in order to set the multidimensional and interdependent nature of the barriers 

involved in process of a visit to a museum, identifying three levels of access: the physical, 

communicative and attitudinal access (Bird and Mathis 2003, McCormick 2002). 

Nevertheless, there are still many differences between countries and museums in 

the manner their interaction with disabled people is developed, with certain levels of 

access often being prioritised over others (Sandell and Dood 2010), such as the physical 

over the communicative or attitudinal (Mesquita 2012). Likewise, on the part of some 

museum professionals, the term “access” often remains confusing and imprecise. For 

some it may only mean the presence of elevators and automatic doors, for others it may 

mean the development of public access programs, such as touch tours for people who are 

blind or sign language tours for the Deaf community (Sweeney 2010, 23). Also, some 

contemporary perspectives on access focus on the curatorial practice of exhibitions and 

their contents (Cachia 2018 and Sweeney 2010).  

 

Redefining Access 

In 1998, an article was published in the Curator- The museum journal, by Majewski and 

Bunch (1998), defined three levels of museum access: the first referred to physical access 

to the exhibition space; the second considered sensorial and intellectual access in the 

content of exhibitions; the third considered the representation of disabled people and 

disability-related themes in the narratives of exhibitions. This last level would necessarily 

involve an understanding of the history of disability, culture and art, as well as the 

presentation of multiple life experiences. Are museums aware of the existence of these 

three levels of access and how are they developing their exhibitions in order to address 

them? 

More recently, in 2010, a study undertaken in Canada with the aim of examining 

exhibitions that addressed disability issues, produced during the previous decade, 

concluded that the Canadian population had had very limited access to museum 

exhibitions on history, art and disability culture (Sweeney 2010). The author of the study 

also considered that the exhibitions addressing this theme were developed in three ways: 

authoritarian – those that were developed by non-disabled people, with very limited 

consultation with disabled people or specialists in history and disability arts; consultative 

– those that were developed and curated by museum professionals and designers without 

disabilities, but attempting to include the opinions of disabled people or professionals 
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who work within the scope of the disability; emancipatory - those that had the 

collaboration of disabled people in all aspects related to the development of an exhibition, 

participating in the curatorship and in the content creation. In these exhibitions, there was 

also a commitment to involve all audiences, promoting easy access. 

Other studies, such as Hollins (2010) or Walters (2007), considered that disabled 

people could have a broader scope with regard to their collaboration in museums. These 

authors considered that disabled people participation in museums is often being limited 

to advising on accessibility issues physical and communications, instead of assuming 

decisive roles in disability related issues. Hollins argued for a fourth level of access, 

suggesting that museums could work with marginalized communities on an equal basis, 

developing strategies that promote their empowerment and problematize issues of 

inequality and exclusion. Walters considered that disability would be a key area for future 

studies around museum collections, considered that many of the existing collections could 

be one of the possible ways to address current social issues related to exclusion, attitudes 

and practices. 

 In contemporary curatorial practice, the actions of some professionals from 

disability-activist museums have also contributed to challenging the traditional concept 

of “access” in museums. For example, Cachia (2018) promotes the idea of “creative 

access” with the political objective of developing a complex curatorial model for 

contemporary art exhibitions, where access devices – such as sign language, written and 

sound translations – are incorporated into the concept, structure and material from an 

exhibition, as well as the involvement of artists – disabled or no disabled - who use access 

as a conceptual axis of their practice.  

Papalia problematizes traditional accessibility initiatives in museums, using 

strategies – usually performative – to address his understanding of access to the public 

space, the art institution and the visual culture. In his practice, he seeks to question the 

supremacy of the visual sense in opposition to the common support services in museums 

that only reinforce the hegemony of normality. Some of his projects were characterized 

by exploring non-visual experiences of access to art museums that where usually 

forgotten when framed in visual references or in historical-artistic contexts, creating new 

paths and new experiences of relational knowledge with the physical space of the museum 

and the objects of the collections. Examples of his work were the projects “See for 

yourself” (2011), “The Touchy Subject” (2013) and “Guiding String” (2015) (cf. 

https://carmenpapalia.com).  

https://carmenpapalia.com/
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The action of academics, professionals and disability-activists in problematizing 

the “museum access” concept shows the resistance to the standards and the practices 

developed in the arena of accessibility, with the aim to guarantee more frequently access 

to the public history of disability and the creative work of disabled artists and curators.  

This new idea of access is established through a political and practical position, 

challenging barriers and the authoritative power of museums that have denied the access 

to the themes of history, identity and culture of disability into the public memory. This 

new concept of access recognizes disability as part of everyone's historical and cultural 

heritage, exploring aspects of human diversity and the way disability can open new 

aesthetic possibilities for art and exhibit curating. In fact, this new idea of access is activist, 

performative and critical, seeking to encourage the museum institution to reflect on its 

own role in the arena of disability, because the physical, communicative and attitudinal 

access to exhibitions is something that all visitors are entitled, although rarely granted. 

 

Disability in the collections of the museums of the Portuguese General Directorate of 

Cultural Heritage 

In 2015, I started the individual post-doctoral project “Representing Disability in the 

Museums of DGPC: discourses, identity and sense of belonging” with the aim of discover 

and analyse disability-related museums objects in the collections of the General 

Directorate for Cultural Heritage (DGPC). The objective of the project was to understand 

the way how these objects were being explored in museums in terms of communication 

and public presentation. Also, it is intended to understand the way in which disability had 

been categorized through cultural heritage over time and its consequent relationship with 

the contemporary concepts around the theme like diversity, inclusion and discrimination 

(Martins 2018).  

This project comprises the study of fifteen national museums - managed directly 

by DGPC – located in the Portuguese cities of Lisbon, Coimbra, Porto and Viseu. The 

collections of these museums are chronologically diversified – from prehistory to 

contemporary times – and cover different areas such as archaeology, ethnography, 

furniture, design, painting, sculpture, photography, musical instruments, clothing and 

documents. 

 The collective inventory made available through the online platform MatrizNet 

(cf. http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/matriznet/home.asp) was one of the resources used to 

explore the collection. MatrizNet inventory is considered the largest information 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/matriznet/home.asp
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repository of the Portuguese museum’s collections, being an important working tool for 

museum professionals, researchers, and students. MatrizNet inventory enable to make 

searches on collections in a transversal way, either by theme or by a specific author, 

chronological period, type of collection, or museum. Also offers three types of research: 

simple, oriented and advanced. In this project, the search on collections started at the 

simple level, introducing words in current use related to the topic of disability into the 

platform's search engine, such as blind, visually impaired, vision, deaf, hearing, disabled, 

wheelchair, braille, Portuguese sign language, etc.  

This research allowed some objects from the collections of the DGPC museums 

related to disability to become known. However, as it was intended to encounter as many 

objects as possible, another vocabulary was introduced, using derogatory and out-dated 

words, such as mentally retarded, wooden leg, beggar, dwarf, cripple, crazy, poor. These 

words made it possible to discover a greater number of objects (totally 150) linked to 

disability, covering different museums collection´s nature and chronological periods. 

They suggest new relationships between different objects from different collections, 

forming new interpretative meanings and possibilities.  

Some museums objects should be mentioned for their pertinence as an integral 

part of a “cultural circuit” (Hall 1997, 223) in the ways it was – and is – socially accepted 

to represent, interpret, and display disability in museums. In the painting “Saint Martin 

and the Poor”, from 1540- 1550, from the collection of the Museu Grão Vasco, a disabled 

man with an amputated leg is represented, while is being covered by the Saint Martin 

mantle in an act of charity (fig. 1). This scene is presented in the first plane of the painting, 

and in the second plane buildings of a city are visible. In the descriptive text of the 

inventory this man is called by “poor” and “beggar”, which may overshadow his disabled 

condition. Indeed, this condition is clearly associated with the condition of poverty and 

mendicancy, addressing some social problems about disability that still current. 

According to the World Report on Disability (2011) disabled people are represented 

within the poorest groups of people facing poverty and are more likely to reach extreme 

poverty. This is due to the barriers they face in accessing education and employment. On 

the other hand, this painting reflects an importantly consequence of the disabled condition 

- as the social exclusion - representing the man outside de city walls. Thus, this painting 

led to many interpretative layers besides the Christian message, being useful to consider 

some aspects related with disability history through some simple questions: “which of the 
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conditions happened first: did the beggar become poor through disability? Or, did poverty 

lead him to become disabled?” and “why this scene happened outside the city walls?”. 

 

 

1 “Saint Martin and the Poor” [São Martinho e o Pobre], oil on wood, Jorge Mendes, 1540-1550, 

Portugal. Museu Grão Vasco, inventory n.º 2179.  

Source: http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=207683. 

© DGPC.  

  

Another disability related object, from the Museu Nacional do Teatro e da Dança, 

is a photograph of a non-disabled actor on stage titled “Canto e Castro in Divine Words”, 

by J. Marques, 1964, (fig. 2) representing a man with intellectual disability. The visual 

language presented in this photograph is very disturbing, as the actor is lying on a wooden 

structure, the legs are bent at the knees and the face expresses some affliction. In this 

object is evident how disabled people were represented by non-disabled people trough 

stereotypes, putting disabled people in undignified situations. Also, the textual language 

presented on the descriptive text of the MatrizNet inventory, made by a museum 

professional, reinforces the negative message of the photograph saying that is the 

“photograph is of the actor Canto e Castro imitating the mentally retarded Laureano”. 

This is a quite evident example of how many inventory texts are already out-dated and 

even offensive within the contemporary concepts of disability. 

Another disability related object is the “Crippled Beggars” from the Museu 

Nacional de Etnologia, autored by Rosa Ramalho, from the 20th century (fig. 3). The title 

of the object was originally given by its author and it represents two man with amputated 

legs in the practice of begging, holding each one a musical instrument. At the base of the 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=207683
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object there is an written inscription saying “give alms to the cripples”. This object 

evidences the way how disabled people were represented in a grotesque way, to express 

meanings of ridicules and laughing. Also, the descriptive text of the MatrizNet inventory 

characterizes the two men by “two anthropomorphic figures”, which maybe a way of 

dehumanizing disabled people. 

 

 

 

2 “Canto e Castro in 'Divine Words'” [Canto e Castro em “Divinas Palavras”], photography, J. Marques, 

1964, Portugal. Museu Nacional do Teatro, inventory n.º MNT 73480.  

Source: 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=1048294. 
© DGPC. 

 

 

 

3 “Crippled Beggars” [Aleijadinhos a Pedir], clay and multi-coloured paints, Rosa Ramalho, 20th century. 

Museu Nacional de Etnologia, inventory n.º AT.720. Source: 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=91559&Lang=PT.  

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=1048294
http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=91559&Lang=PT
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© DGPC. 
 

Other objects allow particular relations with the material culture of disability to 

be established, having been used by disabled people or created specifically for them, 

contributing to better understanding the culture and identity of this group. Some of these 

objects which have no apparent relation to disability end up telling stories about the life 

experiences of disabled people, generating ideas about their social meanings and customs. 

For example, the accordion is a musical instrument present in some objects in the DGPC 

collection, such as in paintings, sculptures or the instrument itself, such as the Sanfona, 

by Ouvrard, from the 18th century, from the Museu Nacional da Música (fig. 4). This 

musical instrument is often associated with disabled people in museums collections, 

especially with people who are blind. It is also considered in the descriptive texts of the 

MatrizNet as a musical instrument that is socially demoted for its function of supporting 

the mendicancy practice. 

 

 

4 “Sanfona” [Sanfona], ivory, ebony and mother-of-pearl, France, 18th century. Museu da Música, 

inventory n.º MNM 0058. 

Source: 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=40282. 
© DGPC. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Objectos/ObjectosConsultar.aspx?IdReg=40282
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Conclusion 

Reflections on the way how the cultural meaning of disability has been produced over 

times and the role of disability representation in the production of that meaning is the 

conceptual key to understanding why disabled people have been socially discriminated 

and oppressed since ancient times. Museum objects representing disability reveal the 

potential that collections have to produce new interpretations and meanings in relation to 

the idea of diversity and disabled culture. They are, in fact, objects legitimizing 

derogatory identities and social constructions, turning them into social facts. For that very 

reason it is important to considered “why disability representation matters?” and “why 

should museums explore disability representations?”.  

 

Above all, cultural meanings are not only “in the head”. They organize and regulate social 

practices, influence our conduct and consequently have real, practical effects”.  

[…] It is by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them – how we 

represent them – that we give them a meaning. In part, we give objects, people and events 

meaning by the frameworks of interpretation which we bring to them. In part, we give 

things meaning by how we use them, or integrate them into our every day practices. […] 

In part, we give things meaning by how we represent them – the words we use about them, 

the stories we tell about them, the images of them we produce, the emotions we associate 

with them, the ways we classify and conceptualize them, the values we place on them. 

(Hall 1997, 3) 

 

The research project “Disability Representations in DGPC Museums Collections” 

have showed that disability related objects in museums collections have been developed 

by non-disabled people to transmit certain messages to the majority of people through the 

use of stereotypes, and not truly translating the experience of disability in the real world. 

For this reason, museums that explore disability representation in a positive way will 

contribute to counteract the social disqualification associated with it, developing new 

cultural meanings about disability and new social practices. The exploration of disability 

representations will empower disabled people, giving them a new identity conscience. 

Objects in museum collections representing disability should be seen as a source of 

knowledge and pride, as well as an opportunity for museums to diversify their audiences 

and the stories they publicly tell.  

Furthermore, this research project set the idea that museums objects representing 

disability are powerful testimonies of the way disability was interpreted in the past, 

present, and also the way will be in the future for its ability to reflect on social current 

issues. They are a source of knowledge, inspiration and pride, creating opportunities for 

museums to diversify their audiences. Museums that explore themes that have been 

neglected in the past, will more easily improve the audiences participation and 
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involvement, ensuring their long-term social relevance and revealing facts and 

interpretations that are important for today's society (Museums Association 2020, 3-6). 

Likewise, the museums objects representing disability may signify a pretext for museums 

to renew their sometimes-outdated exhibitions, language and interpretative texts, by new 

theories and thoughts on disability. These updates can be generated from co-productive 

projects developed together with disabled people, also contributing to the creation of 

innovative models for empower their audiences, bringing disabled people closer and 

exploring issues of place and identity. 
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Abstract: 

 

Borders' territoriality shapes geographies, and even if bounding in is a profoundly 

contemporary issue, occurring on a planetary scale, it is essential to analyze these crossing 

actions in their contingent effects. In essence, those bordering processes are inherently 

territorial production operations. Accordingly, it is sustained throughout this paper that 

there is a need to contextualize such processes with the aim to problematize the territorial 

extension and boundedness of state power. For this reason, the purpose is to explore the 

intertwinement between frontier conditions and the production of disputed territorial 

boundaries.  

The cases presented in this paper – deep-sea and space exploration – are perceived 

as opportune examples of the construction of the modern State and its relationship to its 

space, simply put, its territory. Consequently, and considering the current writing of new 

borders in the Azores, those imaginary geographies of power have the potential to give 

form to new urban contexts. As such, these “last frontiers” call for an analysis within the 

architecture and urbanism field, since they constitute urban borders which engage a 

process of inclusion or segregation within archipelagic territories. Therefore, the 

awareness of what is at stake is inscribed within an ordering plan, or in other words, 

within a project of territorial control. 

 

 
66  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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Introduction: the contemporary race 

During the last several years, it seems that a return to “outer” environments is in action. 

In recognition of abstract space as an underlying dimension of the modern world – taking 

the argument from Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden's (2009) analysis of Henri Lefebvre's 

theory, – both contemporary races, one to the Sea, the other to Space, mark today's news: 

considering the planetary operation for the Extension of the Continental Shelves, along 

with other several meetings on an international level organized with the goal of regulating 

the ocean; or the increasing power given to private companies, such as SpaceX or Blue 

Origin, aiming to explore the space outside the earth's atmosphere. As Julie Michelle 

Klinger recently stated, outer space works as a “cultural fetish” (Nesbit and Trangoš 2019, 

34), a cosmopolitan escape that promises “transcendence” in relation to the terrifying 

Anthropocene. 

These contemporary frontiers represent, somehow, an imaginary which repositions 

ourselves inside an external domain, as if those frontiers were the beginning of another 

territory. Intersecting this line of reasoning with Peter Sloterdijk's (2008) thesis, according 

to which the “loss of the periphery” is the ethnological catastrophe of the modern era, it 

seems that these "final frontiers" intend to replace, somehow, the former cosmos. In other 

words, for the sake of countering the feeling of loss or disorientation, the so called “last 

frontiers” seem to try to fill a void in our existences. Putting it differently, those frontiers 

frame our close environment, our reachable territory. Beyond those borders, there's 

nothing achievable, for now. Therefore, the search for those frontiers presupposes an 

acknowledgment of a finitude, and maybe the reinforcement of the idea of a “center”. 

Those “peripherical” territories are there, ready to be conquered and to be turned into part 

of our cartographies. Our imaginary seems not to conceive terra incognita without 

controlling it. Simply put, the need for control is a key motivation for the achievement of 

those borders – subject to be measured, calculated, photographed, analyzed, sensed. 

“The production of space 'on a grand scale'” (Lefebvre, as cited in Brenner and 

Elden 2009) presupposes an adaptation of that space, which informs the process of 

reconfiguration by means of diverse types of territorial planning. Neil Brenner and Stuart 

Elden eloquently summed up this argument with the following quotation: 
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The strategic and ideological link between territory and developmentalist state projects 

arguably remains as robust and pervasive as ever today, even if its scalar architecture is 

being reshuffled in the context of processes of geoeconomic restructuring and state spatial 

restructuring. […] In such discussions, and their associated modes of policy intervention, 

the world economy is treated as a world-encompassing territorial matrix in which, 

although internally differentiated among other units, the process of economic growth is 

to be at once unleashed and contained. (Brenner and Elden 2009, 370) 

 

 

 

1 The Cantino planisphere, Anonymous Portuguese, 1502. Biblioteca Estense, Modena, Italy. Url:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cantino_planisphere#/media/File:Cantino_planisphere_(1502).jpg.  

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

 

 

This “territorial matrix” was already operating through the Treaty of Tordesilhas, 

in 1494, which established a line that delimitated enclosures, or in other words, this 

demarcation sought to define a new world order (fig. 1). When referring to this division 

of the world in two, Peter Sloterdijk affirmed: 

 

 [i]n this interdynastic exchange between landowners from far-flung regions, where, 

visibly, neither the buyer nor the seller knew exactly where they were, the speculative 

nature of the original globalization is more clearly reflected than in any other document 

of the time. (Sloterdijk 2008, 52; my translation) 

 

Assuming that borders are “first and foremost a legal fact” (van Houtum, Kramsch 

and Zierhofer 2005, 3), this paper proposes to consider the “relevance of boundaries in 

the active ordering of world spaces” (Novak 2011, 745). 

 

Borders and social space, the oblivion of origins  

Stuart Elden claimed that “defensible borders, homogeneity and the promotion of 

territorial cohesion offer a range of examples – examples that straddle the strategic issues 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cantino_planisphere#/media/File:Cantino_planisphere_(1502).jpg
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and link closely to the development of a range of techniques of state practice” (Elden 2010, 

799). In the light of this paper, this “promotion of territorial cohesion” is apprehended as 

a result of the “the generative and enabling dimensions of boundaries – that is, their 

productive role” (Novak 2011, 743). Thus, it is necessary to emphasize that borders 

spatially condition the legal frameworks, therefore, they shape state proceedings and its 

geographies (Novak 2011). Regarding state-geographies of action, Pierre Bourdieu's work 

is key, according to whom “the physical space is defined by the mutual externality of the 

parties, the social space is defined by the mutual exclusion (or distinction) of the positions 

that constitute it, that is, as a structure of juxtaposition of social positions” (Bourdieu 1993, 

251; my translation). This reasoning follows the premise that the entire space is 

hierarchical, defined by relational positions, and expresses these differences in a deformed 

way and above all hidden by the effect of naturalization (Bourdieu 1993, 251), in other 

words, the result from the permanent inscription of social realities within the “natural” 

world: the differences produced by historical logic can thus appear to come from the 

nature of things, as an example, the idea of a “natural frontier”. Just as the concept of 

“nature”, “borders” are social, political and cultural constructions, reflected through the 

territory's social space.  

In accordance with this logic of denouncing state-masked processes, Neil Brenner 

and Stuart Elden also highlighted what they call a territory effect – drawing upon John 

Agnew's territorial trap concept – which “enables states to represent the impacts of their 

manifold spatial interventions as pregiven features of the physical landscape or as purely 

technical dimensions of the built environment rather than as politically mediated 

manipulations” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 373). Continuing with Bourdieu's line of 

reflection, “one of the effects of the symbolic power associated with the institution of the 

State is precisely the naturalization, in the form of doxa, of more or less arbitrary 

assumptions that were themselves at the very origin of the State” (Champagne et al. 2012, 

197; my translation). The sociologist adds that only genetic analysis can remind us that 

everything that precedes the State is at the same time an historical invention and an artefact. 

In this sense, the history of the State must be approached as a genetic history, the only way 

to counter what Bourdieu (1993) called “genesis amnesia”, inherent to any institution that 

imposes itself by omitting its formation, establishing a collective neglect sense about its 

origins. Thus, a fully realized institution exists both in the “objectivity of the regulations 

and in the subjectivity of the mental structures granted to these regulations”, so “it 
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disappears as an institution” (Bourdieu, as cited in Champagne et al. 2012, 198; my 

translation). 

Accordingly, this paper suggests the acknowledgment of the contemporary process 

of border-making in the Portuguese case, in the Azorean archipelago, drawing attention to 

its outsets within a framework of political motivations. The events brought to discussion 

are the space exploration project, with its core in Santa Maria Island, and the Proposal for 

the Extension of the Continental Portuguese Shelf. These phenomena are apprehended as 

part of a “concrete expression to this eminent right which we know extends itself to under 

the ground and to air space, forests and water sources, rivers and coasts, maritime 

territories and to recently extended territorial waters” (Lefebvre 1976–1978, as cited in 

Brenner and Elden 2009, 363). Therefore, the eventual oblivion of origin (an adaptation 

of Bourdieu's expression) is grasped here as an apolitical collective understanding of these 

events. Hence, the contextualization of the “b/ordering process” (van Houtum, Kramsch 

and Zierhofer 2005; Novak 2011, 743) is fundamental in the analysis of the boundaries' 

ability to enclose and to condition both discourses and practices. Calling upon Lefebvre's 

conjecture – even if the French philosopher “rarely confronts the question of territory 

directly” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 354) – these projects which attempt state 

rationalization, order and control are intrinsically and unavoidably territorial (Brenner and 

Elden 2009, 370). Essentially, those “b/ordering processes” (van Houtum, Kramsch and 

Zierhofer 2005; Novak 2011, 743) are inherently territorial production operations. 

Accordingly, it is sustained that there is a need to contextualize such processes with the 

aim to problematize the territorial extension and boundedness of state power. For this 

reason, the aim is to question, within a contemporary context, “how frontier conditions 

imagine and construct contested territorial boundaries” (Nesbit and Trangoš 2019, 10). 

Referring to Ackleson's theory, Elden asserted that “the existing theorizations of 

borders lack immersion within any larger social theory – especially one that deals with 

change” (Elden 2010, 223). Therefore, this analysis framework could likely enable the 

expansion of “the enquiry to the dynamic relation between bounding strategies and the 

territory and populations they attempt to mould and contain” (Novak 2011, 744), since the 

Azorean archipelago is not defined as a static territory. In brief, frontiers produce 

territoriality, and we are witnessing some events that appear to be deeply contingent to 

future territories.  

 

Bounding the Azorean Sea 
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The Atlantic Ocean, where the Azores archipelago is located, seems to be a distinct and 

an appropriate place for analyzing how “the ambiguous relation between boundaries' 

attempt to contain” the oceanic territory, “and forms of social action that unfold across 

different spatial scales” (Novak 2011, 742). Consequently, studying the productive 

intersection between the Proposal for the Extension of the Portuguese Continental Shelf 

and its prospective achievement in doing so67 , reframes the territorial concern on the 

tensions between bounding as a strategy and bounding in as its actual practice. As Paolo 

Novak puts it, this overview “facilitates the identification of the multi-scalar and place-

specific contexts of political activity, and the agency within them” (Novak 2011, 747-748). 

The Portuguese proposal intends to expand the maritime area under national 

jurisdiction, of almost two million square kilometers, increasing it to practically twice its 

current size – and the islands are crucial to this expansionist project, especially because 

of the extension of the outer limits of the continental shelf in the so-called Western Region, 

i.e., the Azorean archipelago. Effectively, the recent exhibition Deep Down Portugal is 

The Sea (CCB, from September to December 2020) referred to an “immense space”. The 

Government of the Autonomous Region of the Azores stated that the extension of the 

continental shelf could redraw the map of Portugal by occupying about a third of the 

North Atlantic (Regional Government of the Azores 2013) and, in fact, that map is already 

drawn. Indeed, we are witnessing the emergence of a new cartography, with new lines 

which determine what is included or excluded, and the Azorean archipelago plays a crucial 

role in it. Within this globalized scenario, it seems that “all States cross the Finish Line” 

(Schoolmeester and Baker 2011). “A line on a map often implies an action on the terrain” 

(Paez 2019, 56) and it defines at once the economic value of cross-border disorderly 

activities and the in-border regulated activities. What is inside, therefore, what is 

controlled; what is outside, in brief, still lawless. Consequently, the Sea, the last frontier 

(following the video's name, RTP Play 2019) has been submitted to operations of legal 

conditionings, with the aim of turning it knowable, measurable, hence, controllable. 

Along with the research and protective ambitions which seem to be the very base 

of such endeavors, lies the deep-sea mining goal. One of the founders of the Oceano Livre 

Movement, Margarida Mendes (2019), spoke with marine biologists in the Azores to learn 

more about the effects of future mining of mineral resources in the deep-sea, which is 

being promoted by the Ministry of the Sea and the European Union. Overall, the several 

 
67  Portugal is awaiting the result of its request for the extension of the Portuguese Continental Shelf, 

submitted in 2009. 
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conversations conducted by Mendes led to the same outcome: that even if deep-sea mining 

in the Azores is still a hypothetical scenario, the transformations that could result from 

deep-sea exploration are unknown. Within this framework, Catarina Grilo, Director of 

Conservation and Policy at the ANP/WWF, claimed that “supporting deep-sea mining as 

an industry would go against the goal of transitioning to a circular economy and against 

the goals of the United Nations 2030 Agenda” (LUSA 2021; my translation). Accordingly, 

among several institutional and organizational speeches, this unawareness is often 

accompanied by the appeasing statement: it will be done in a sustainable way, exemplified 

by the CORAL – Sustainable Exploration of the Oceans project (Sousa 2018). It is 

unavoidable to add that the “sustainable” term seems to soften the extraction purpose of 

those pursuits, and it also appears to mask the lack of knowledge related to the 

consequences of a potential deep-sea mining activity around the Azorean islands. Thus, 

the submission of an extended territorial maritime area seems to also have a conquest 

intention.  

Even if “the political illusion of transparency permeates all dimensions of state 

space” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 372), the maritime environment emerges as a 

representational site for this pervasion. Within this scenario, where “the boundary is the 

negotiated result of a variety of territorialization strategies” (Novak 2011, 751), “the deep-

sea mining (is) a new frontier” (Mendes 2019) and the goal seems to be to turn this “final 

frontier” into a space of surplus value. 

 

Space Agency as Territorial Agency  

The Azorean archipelago has been subject to some enthusiastic news regarding 

technological advances, such as the goal to allocate part of the territory for small satellites 

launching operations. Nonetheless, it is important to state that the Azorean islands are the 

region in Portugal within which there are more poverty and economic inequalities (Diogo 

2020). In this paper, space exploration matters are assumed as territorial issues – which 

inescapably concern inhabitants and, in turn, cannot be formulated without considering 

“questions about justice mediated through unequal power relations” (Klinger 2019, 24). 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the recent creation of the Portuguese Space 

Agency has the potential to likely turn into a paradigmatic shift in economical and 

scientific areas.  Nevertheless, environmental justice issues are inextricable from the 

geopolitics of outer space (Klinger 2019). Santa Maria Island’s seclusion is crucial for the 

installation of infrastructures characterized as necessarily securitized and able to produce 
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environmental material results (Kingler 2019). This island was elected to be the 

exploratory platform within the so-called “New Space”, an emerging market for small 

rockets and minisatellites (Ferreira 2021). For that same reason, it is argued that the little 

island is currently being subject to transformations in territorial governance practices, 

mistakenly perceived as apolitical, since “access to orbital space is critical to national 

development and sovereignty” (Klinger 2019, 20).  

Outer space questions seem to be theorized enough by specialists, such as 

physicists, engineers, mathematicians, philosophers, among others. Nevertheless, the case 

of the clear precaution of approaching the near space “as such” is a paramount example 

of the reluctance to advance toward “other” geographies, namely amid architects and 

urban planners. In this sense, it is considered that it is necessary to incorporate the issue 

about the outer space organization within public debate and particularly within territorial 

studies. Hence, there seems to be a simplification of the contextual practices and 

discourses on the insular and archipelagic scale, which appears, it is argued, “insufficiently 

sensitive to both the role of scale in human territoriality, and to the practices that 

institutionalize territory at different scales” (Novak 2011, 745).  

In a recent interview, Ricardo Conde, the current president of the Portuguese Space 

Agency, stated that the challenge is to turn Portugal into a space nation in a decade 

(Ferreira 2021). The conquest of the space frontiers is implicit in this declaration, simply 

put, the development of “a space nation” requires the appropriation of those frontiers, a 

fulfilment in its occupation. The vertical geopolitics (Graham 2018) is in motion, being 

the space exploration the paramount example of a triumphant achievement. It seems that 

what Captain James T. Kirk magnified during the 60s endures at the present moment: 

“space, the final frontier”; moreover, the Star Trek’s foresight “to boldly go where no man 

has gone before” is in practice.  

There is no doubt that satellite technology has a fundamental role within 

contemporary life, such as the progress within climate science and global communications, 

however the recent and important advances made in Portugal, in the context of the Azores, 

need to be subject to a territorial and societal analysis. Hence, within this spatialization 

process, there is an “inescapable materiality of boundaries” (Novak 2011, 743) which are 

consequently an urban matter. This intersects Klinger's assumption, according to which 

“new imaginaries have material consequences, informing policy, practice, and investment 

choices” and those “material consequences are mediated through the technological 

capacity” (Klinger 2019, 8). 
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Conclusions: Toward the recognition of the new frontiers' political and urban role 

“B/order”, as van Houtum, Kramsch and Zierhofer (2005) put it, and followed by Novak 

(2011), reveals itself as being a productive term, which allows for a further understanding 

of the bounding Azores current operation. Therefore, the awareness of what is at stake is 

inscribed within an ordering plan, or in other words, within a project of territorial control. 

This paper intends to follow Novak's suggestion, which is the apprehension of “the 

hierarchical confluence of processes unfolding across multiple scales, as they relate to 

territory and territoriality” (Novak 2011, 746). Thus, in the Azorean contemporary policies, 

this confluence of processes has, as its common ground, ocean and space exploration – 

furthermore, it has a potential exploitation strand. 

To establish a frontier is to acknowledge the possibility of a transgression, and the 

act of crossing a boundary has in this conceptualization a definitive character, a sense of 

conclusion. The consciousness of that trespassing manifests itself by identifying the “final 

frontiers”, beyond those what comes next is unknown – they are “final” because they are 

the ultimate ones. The narrative constructed around those last borders orientates a sense 

for a successful achievement in a territorial sense, as they are decisive in a globalization 

scenery. As Anssi Paasi alleged, “borders are everywhere” (Paasi 2009, 223), and even if 

bounding in is a profoundly contemporary process, occurring on a planetary scale, it is 

essential to analyze these crossing actions in their contingent effects. “The b/order is an 

active verb” (van Houtum, Kramsch and Zierhofer 2005, 3) and sea and space are borders 

of an urban fulfillment project, still in its initial beginning within the Azorean framework. 

However, the strategies which motivate the act of bordering space, and the actual success 

of such endeavor could be – effectively – the next phase of this territorialization process. 

Intersecting with Novak's reasoning, it seems to exist a lack of analysis of “the meanings 

of such policies and practices associated to them” (Novak 2011, 751). 

Nevertheless, along with a territorial analysis, it should also call for an 

involvement through an urban lens. Neil Brenner declared that “the 'thing' we call a 'city' 

is the outcome of a 'process' that we call 'urbanization'” (Brenner 2014, 61), and in 

accordance with the architect “the meaning of the urban must itself be fundamentally 

reimagined both in theory and in practice” (Brenner 2014, 16) within a scenario of “the 

tendential, if uneven operationalization of the entire planet – including terrestrial, 

subterranean, oceanic and atmospheric space – to serve an accelerating, intensifying 

process of urban industrial development” (Brenner 2014, 20-21). Indeed, “the apparent 
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lack of design in vast parts of the world – the Arctic, the Amazon, the desert, the oceans, 

the atmosphere – is a mirage, a deadly effect” (Colomina and Wigley 2018, 71). “The 

inescapable materiality” (Novak 2011, 751) of those spatial inscriptions, operating in 

deep-sea and up in the air environments, condition the inhabitants' practices. 

Therefore, supporting an analysis of the territorial features of state power within 

the Azorean context is apprehended as an approach that annihilates the modality grounded 

on the “territorial diversity of the land controlled by the state, conceiving state institutions 

not just 'extra-territorially', but even non-territorially” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 362). The 

“amnesia of genesis” (Bourdieu, as cited in Champagne et al. 2012) manifests itself in this 

collective unawareness of the role played by institutions and “within such a framework, a 

matter as fundamental as the spatial extent of the law or state sovereignty is consistently 

underplayed” (Brenner and Elden 2009, 362). Boundaries, in their contemporary settings, 

seem to relate to a sense of exteriorization, and this false externalization appears to be 

fundamental to ease our spirits, as it masks environmental, political, social responsibility 

incorporated in the contemporary conquest operations, both in the aquatic and outer space 

environments. Public awareness and citizen participation are seen as tools capable of 

contributing to the accountability of public and private actions in the exploitation of 

resources in the so-called “last frontiers” (fig. 2). 

The cases presented in this paper – deep-sea and space exploration – are perceived 

as opportune examples of the construction of the modern State and its relationship to its 

space, in other words, its territory. Those imaginary geographies of power have the 

potential to give form to new urban contexts. Furthermore, those (still) fictional 

geographies are founded in fabricated borders, elementary for plans to perform. In the 

light of Klinger's theory, “the invocation of the frontier orients political, economic, 

cultural, and technological power toward a specific sequence of activities: resource 

discovery, enclosure, devastation, and abandonment” (Nesbit and Trangoš 2019, 34). 

Klinger continued her reasoning by arguing that “there is an extractivist intention”, hence 

“naming a place a frontier sets it up as a problem to be solved: territories to be conquered 

or resources to be claimed” (Nesbit and Trangoš 2019, 34).  

In this sense, after acknowledging that there is a borders' territoriality, it would be 

productive to interrogate it, or putting it differently, to question this border's territoriality 

enables the expansion of the analytical tools. Consequently, it could allow framing this 

issue under the urban question. In this view, the deep-sea and the space exploration are 

representatives par excellence of both conservative and expansive potential strategies, and 
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it is claimed that those strategies need capturing methods – in short, representational 

techniques. For this purpose, “a re-ontologization of 'the border' is called for” (van 

Houtum, Kramsch and Zierhofer 2005, 4) seems to request, at this point, for an engaging 

role through theory and representational tools, aiming to turn legible those urban 

phenomena. 

The undersea resource extraction apparatus is simultaneously a “final frontier” and 

“strategic field of extended urbanization”, as Brenner (2014, 197) put it. In addition, the 

architect stated that “the field of extended urbanization is pushed upwards into the earth's 

atmosphere through a thickening web of orbiting satellites and space junk” (Brenner 2014, 

198).  

Thus, it becomes clear an endorsement of Neil Brenner and Nikos Katsikis' 

assertion, which claimed that “a new theory of urbanization is today required for 

deciphering twenty-first-century sociospatial transformations” (Brenner 2014, 456). In 

this sense, the urban range is far from being confined to land environments, since “each 

bundle of innovations has allowed a radical shift in the way that space is organized, and 

therefore opened up radically new possibilities for the urban process” (Brenner 2014, 56). 

Therefore, “it seems as urgent as ever, under these conditions, to develop theories, 

analyses and cartographies that situate such operational landscapes” (Brenner 2014, 28). 

A serious consideration of this matter, ineluctably interdisciplinary, could possibly lead to 

territorial public regulations and policy questions within the field of architecture, 

urbanism and territorial practices. In essence, the urban is not a place, it is rather a process; 

and the "final frontiers" are simultaneously political technologies and urban matter, 

currently being operationalized in the Azorean archipelago. 
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2 View from above, Atlantic Ocean, 2019.  

© the author. 
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Abstract: 

 

The borders we create between sites, places, areas can accurately reflect our inner 

boundaries – our preconceptions, prejudices and preconceived ideas. Jerusalem is one 

area where this analogy is particularly clear. 

Palestinians in East-Jerusalem live in a place that we may consider as a liminal, 

and this since over two decades. Many of whom are refugees, displaced persons, migrants 

and immigrants. Moreover, they find themselves in the center of the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict. This, no doubt, poses challenges to their sense of identity. 

The paper here will attempt to bring here their view on boundaries and try to 

suggest that they might play a significant role as mediators. Focusing on Palestinian 

emergency medical technicians (acronym – EMTs) who operate in Jerusalem branch of 

Magen David Adom (acronym – MDA), Israel’s national rescue organization, I will show 

their contribution to understanding between both people. 
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drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:avi.kotsere.burg@gmail.com
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Introduction 

Since two years now the humanity faces the challenge of Covid19, which also reflects us 

on two helpful topics: first, patterns of people’s and regime’s attitude to the Others 

(minorities/majority, enemies, etc.) have become more visible, thus we know better with 

what we are confronted; second phenomenon was that from now on it seems obvious that 

researchers and nations collaborate with each other69. These two things have influenced 

my fieldwork, and gave me insights about my topic. 

Shortly before beginning of the pandemic, I started a participant observation in 

MDA-Jerusalem, and this paper is based mainly on my observations. Israel-Palestinian 

Conflict is one of the longest and thus most complicated conflict in the world70. Sure, as 

a Jewish-Israeli I am a side in this conflict – what challenges me to describe it. 

Nevertheless, empathy “as an enemy” may influence the research field and the attitude in 

it, as well as the discourse. 

 

Historical background of an absurd present 

UN-resolution 181 from November 29, 1947 saw a 2-states-plan as a solution for the post 

British Mandate era in territories where 1.3 million Palestinians and six hundred thousand 

Jews lived. The Civil-war that began the next day, and the 1948 Arab-Israeli war shaped 

the borders afterwards leaving Gaza strip under Egypt’s control, and the West-Bank under 

Jordan’s. The Palestinian population was now torn apart between these two states and 

Israel, and many more found themselves refugees in other (mostly Arabic) countries. 

According to historian Benny Morris between six hundred to seven hundred sixty 

thousand Palestinians became refugees and displaced persons due to deportations, 

expulsion and flight; approximately one hundred and fifty thousand remained in Israel 

(Morris 1988). During the Six-Day War in June 1967 Israel occupied the territories kept 

by Egypt and Jordan. 

Between 1948 and 1967 the east-side of Jerusalem, or the Jordanian-Jerusalem 

included only the Old-City and some neighborhoods around it. Mount Scopus, home of 

 
69  The Glasgow climate change conference was the next topic which can be observed nowadays as an 

attempt of the world community to stand together facing another worldwide danger. 
70 Speaking about “Palestinians” Vs. “Jews” one should be very careful about definitions: Palestinians are 

generally speaking mostly Muslims, and there is a big minority of Christians. But there are also Israeli 

Palestinians, that are Israeli citizens with Palestinian nationality, called also “Israeli Arabs”, and some 

define themselves like that. Thus, the Israeli–Arab Conflict is misleading as well (also considering other 

Arab countries). In this article I’ll mention the (non-Jewish) EMTs from East-Jerusalem when writing 

“Palestinians”. 
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the Hebrew University, was an Israeli enclave. There were also demilitarized-areas, which 

included the High-Commissioner’s Palace, where the UN is located, and there were other 

areas in Jerusalem which by definition were no-mans-land. Israel treated East-Jerusalem 

differently than the rest of occupied West-Bank, and soon after the occupation in June 

1967, it annexed a huge area north, south and east of it and added it to Jerusalem’s 

municipality. This area includes since then villages which in the past were never part of 

Jerusalem. 

Hand in hand with the annexation, Israel gave the Palestinians living there a 

special status, which entails Israeli residency but not citizenship (Hasson 2021b)71. Their 

part in the city’s population increased since 1967, when they comprised only 26% of the 

total of 266,300 people, to almost 40% of today’s population of more than nine-hundred 

thousand inhabitants (Ramon and Ronen 2017). Also today most of the Palestinians of 

Jerusalem live in the so-called East-Jerusalem. Therefore, it is not surprising that the 

Palestinian Authority (PA) which was created following the Oslo-Accords of 1993-2000, 

sees East-Jerusalem as its future capital. However, the lack of trust between the PA and 

Israel and especially the second Intifada 2000–2005, encouraged Israel to build the West-

Bank Barrier. This started in 2002, and in Jerusalem, the barrier includes dozens of 

kilometers in the form of separation-wall. Hence, the Palestinians in Jerusalem are cut off 

from the West-Bank through this wall, and thus from the PA (Cohen 2013).  

But not only this, in some cases the wall separates from Jerusalem neighborhoods in East-

Jerusalem: Kafr-Aqab, Qalandia Refugee-Camp, Shoafat Refugee-Camp, and part of 

Anata. The inhabitants there must go daily through a check point in order to get to 

Jerusalem. Inhabitants of another neighborhood, Al-Issawiyya – even though not behind 

the separation wall, suffer not seldom as well from harassments of police units (“Al-

Isawiya: About the Neighborhood” 2014; “Al-Isawiyyah: Apprved Plans in the 

Neigborhood (Map)” 2014; Isaar 2016; 2016  أيسر  يعرة; Hasson 2021a)72. The Israeli police 

is about to change its attitude towards the East-Jerusalem Palestinians in form of 

“Integrated Services Centers” (“Mashams”) – a move that has just begun lately (“The 

 
71  Today some 10% of the Palestinians from East-Jerusalem do have Israeli citizenship. There is an 

increasing tendency of Palestinians’ requests to get Israeli citizenship. This process is however difficult and 

long. 
72  Al-Issawiyya is unique since it’s separated from other Palestinian’s neighborhoods. The village was 

established in the 12th or 16th century, and it’s modern history is as well unique: between 1948 and 1967 

Israel owned half of the village’s territory as part of the Mount Scopus’ enclave, but it didn’t apply its 

sovereignty on the village, and Jordan owned the other half. The UN was helping the inhabitants in this 

demilitarized zone. On police activity in the village see for example Nir Hasson. 
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East Jerusalem Forum-Police Activity in East Jerusalem” 2019). MDA should be also 

presented in such Centers, until now only one has opened, in Tzur Baher. There, talking 

to a fire-fighter he explained: “When the police were here alone, people attacked this 

point. But as soon as our vehicle and MDA ambulance stood here, the inhabitants 

understood it’s also for them, for their 

profit”.

 

And yet, Palestinians from East Jerusalem experience much absurdity and 

problems, such as house demolitions and hence fear of being deported from their houses, 

racism and discrimination against them, etc. In Jerusalem, both Jews and Palestinians, 

motivated mostly by fear, prefer to be in “their” areas: the Jews in the “West”-side, and 

the Palestinians in the “East”-side. This is of course very superficially speaking, since 

almost 40% of the city’s Jews live in East-Jerusalem (Korach and Choshen 2021)73 . 

Nevertheless, also in East-Jerusalem one can observe living-segregation between Jews 

and Palestinians. 

 

MDA 

Magen David Adom, or MDA74, was established in 1930 as a Jewish-Zionist organization 

which became in 1950 Israel’s national rescue organization75 . It is one of the biggest 

volunteering organizations today in Israel. In its Jerusalem branch there are about 170 

employees and almost 3,000 volunteers.  

First in 1978 Palestinians from East-Jerusalem joined MDA, first as volunteers 

and then as employees. These only two persons were followed in the 1990’s with few 

others. Their number has been increasing steadily since the Second Intifada and especially 

in the last five years – now there are about 100 actives Palestinian EMTs. In Jerusalem, 

EMTs sometimes switch to another rescue organizations, such as United Hatzalah (mostly 

as first-responders with a vehicle)76, the Red Crescent Society – Jerusalem77, and others. 

 
73 In 2019 some 215,900 Jews out of 559,800 lived in East-Jerusalem, whereas 337,400 Palestinians lived 

in East-Jerusalem and mere 3,900 in West-Jerusalem. Among the Palestinians live in the city there are some 

Israeli citizens who moved to live in the city.  
74 https://www.mdais.org/en (accessed November 26, 2021). 
75 The idea of MDA is from latest 1900. 1915 such an organization was created in Switzerland, but just for 

short period, and in 1918–1921 another MDA organization existed in Palestine/Eretz-Israel under the 

British Mandate. 
76 https://israelrescue.org/blog/vehicles/ (accessed November 26, 2021). 
77 http://www.rcsh-jerusalem.org/en/ (accessed November 26, 2021). MDA joined 2006 to the Red-Cross-

Movement, and Jerusalem is the only city in the world where two societies connected to the Red-Cross 

operate next to each other. This issue is a topic for itself and deserve a deep analysis in a separate article. 

https://www.mdais.org/en
https://israelrescue.org/blog/vehicles/
http://www.rcsh-jerusalem.org/en/
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Challenging the Boundaries 

Through their working and volunteering in MDA the Palestinian-EMTs in Jerusalem 

change their perception of the city’s boundaries. Not only physically, but also it changes 

their perception of their rights, of what they are entitled to – equal treatment, and thus 

free movement. Their involvement in rescue operations challenges their own prejudice, 

and mostly – prejudice towards them. 

The main issue here is that they act as agents who pose a challenge to others' 

prejudice, specifically to the set mindscapes of the inhabitants of Jerusalem. Furthermore, 

they go through a socialization in a Jewish-Zionist organization, and thus a socialization 

in the Israeli society, but not necessarily an assimilation; they bring themselves in the 

organization and change it, even if little, from inside. Finally, perhaps by dealing on daily 

basis with the open-wounds of the conflict– they contribute to the healing process of the 

societies.  

 

Freedom of Movement and Access to Cultural Capital 

Palestinians in the West-Bank and Gaza-Strip lack freedom of movement, and those in 

Jerusalem experience it less. The Palestinians of East-Jerusalem are allowed to travel all 

over Israel, but if coming back from the West-Bank, from a family visit or just a tour, they 

are more likely to be controlled than Jews in the check-points (Berda 2012). 

Due to their volunteering in MDA the Palestinian EMTs enjoy more freedom: First, 

due to emergency-situations, the MDA-ambulances cannot be stopped in the streets and 

get the priority of movement. Their siren marks soundscapes (that is one medium of 

perception) (Pistrick and Isnart 2013). Here the drivers have the opportunity to “conquer” 

the streets, but also the way of doing it is important, for example: In special cases, 

preferring the silence and not using the siren is a signal of giving respect as the practice 

on Shabbat (Jewish day of rest) in ultraorthodox’ neighborhoods. EMTs have more 

freedom also during emergency long-term situation such as the Covid19, when they got 

a special permission to go out of the lockdowns. Third, the EMTs have free access to 

events such as sport-games, concerts and religious or national rituals – all these require 

the presence of MDA. The closeness creates familiarity, allowing them to be behind the 

scenes, a privilege kept just for those who are part of the event. This could be for example 

also a very (security-)sensitive event such as the ceremony in the “Memorial Day for the 

Fallen Soldiers of the Wars of Israel and Victims of Actions of Terrorism”. First of all, 
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because all of Israel’s VIPs such as prime minister and the president are attendant; but 

more important is the significant of such a ceremony for the state’s identity. This is the 

reason for Palestinian EMTs to waive the participation in this occasion, and to take part 

in other events. The fourth reason for Palestinian-EMT to enjoy more freedom of 

movement are the MDA-uniforms – they signal to other authorities (such as the police) 

to let the EMTs through. The uniforms may also be helpful in going through check-points, 

as some of the EMTs live behind the separation-wall. Usually, the MDA-ambulances are 

not allowed to go behind that wall. However, the Palestinians EMTs see these places as 

part of their movement-area, thus “their” Jerusalem.  

 

The Palestinian EMTs serve as bridges between people. They occupy the West 

(Jewish)-Jerusalem with Palestinian-symbols and bring MDA and Israeli-Symbols to the 

East (Palestinian)-Side. Regarding West-Jerusalem this can be seen via the language, 

prayer and time: 

• Language (and music): Arabic becomes legitimate not only in ambulances, but 

also in the city’s houses. Through this the sound of Arabic becomes less 

threatening when patients hear it in this context. The virtual world is another 

platform through which this combination is happening: the Palestinian EMTs 

create sometimes in their social-media net a ‘status’ which combines MDA scene, 

such as the ambulances, and Arabic music in the background or a saying in Arabic.  

• Prayer: in contrast to the political wider context, in which Jewish-Israelis relate 

Islam with danger, the act of praying by Palestinian-EMTs gains legitimacy. Via 

time they gain on power or even become the majority: Shearei Zedek Hospital 

management prefers that on Shabbat non-Jewish employees work. Thus, for the 

Palestinian EMTs it’s even easier to communicate with the staff, which include 

more Palestinians than on weekdays. In MDA there is an expectation that during 

Jewish holidays Palestinians would take more/all shifts – specially on Yom Kippur 

and Passover. So, for example out of some 50 EMTs on last Passover night 

(27.3.2021) only four were Jews. The hegemony gives up here on place and space 

for the Other and its identity78 . For the Palestinians, as Bashir told me with 

pleasure: “It’s a holiday for us. Finally, we see everybody”. 

 
78 A similar phenomenon can be observed in the Carnival, for example on November 11 when women in 

Cologne take over the city hall. 
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One extreme example of challenge to others' prejudice was telling me by Taha, an 

ambulance driver. Taha (a pseudonym) was on a day shift with two young Jews. They had 

a case where they collected a woman involved in a car accident, and she was very relieved 

when the ambulance started his ride to the hospital. However, on the way when one of 

the EMTs talked to Taha, she noticed and asked: “Is he an Arab?”. The young Jewish 

EMT affirmed it, hence the injured refused to go further “with an Arabic driver” and 

demanded a Jewish driver instead. Taha stopped the ambulance and spoke to the 

responsible person in the Service Center who told him he can leave that woman on the 

street if she doesn’t want to go further with him, MDA wouldn’t supply her a driver 

according to her choices of race. The woman gave up and continued to the hospital with 

Taha. He told me this story, and that this woman apologized to him when they reached 

the hospital. “I keep doing my job the best I can, doesn’t matter the race or color of the 

people”, Taha concluded. Can we say that Taha had the agency in this case? That he 

succeeded in shifting the boundaries of one person's prejudice? 

 

Net of Communication and Cases 

The EMTs re-map the city continuously in a personal and social way – this is a dynamic 

process involving experiences and sharing: Personally – each EMT gets to know and map 

the city according to his/her “cases” – like: “in this house I diagnosed someone with CVA” 

or “here there was a car accident”, etc. This gives the impression of intimacy with the 

inner-world of people facing them in their most horrible/happiest times. A few 

ambulances operate at the same time at any given point, connected with two-way radios 

and cell phones – they built an unseen net of knowledge and emotions. When on the way 

in the ambulances, one can perceive how experienced EMTs and specially ambulance 

drivers hear reports in that radio and are awakened about it: sometimes they comment 

between of them about the cases of their colleges, guessing the diagnostic, laughing about 

their colleges, have pity for them, or suggest the Service Center to send them since they 

are nearby or free of duties at the moment. Later on, the different crews meet in the 

ambulance station or in the hospitals and share stories about their “cases”. The stories 

have no limits as such and are told to friends and family of the EMTs, thus this net of 

communication is much wider79. 

 
79 The medical ethic, and also MDA rules, demand the crew to keep on anonymity whenever mentioning 

these “cases”.  
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Taha‘s story as I retold is one case among many. After a mass-casualty incident in 

Jerusalem on May 16, we met in the main MDA station, and helped with the logistic. As 

ambulances came back and were refilled he told me: “I wish everybody could have seen 

how we treat each other well and with dignity”. A Jewish ultra-orthodox driver came and 

hugged him a minute later saying: “How great it is that there are good Arabs like you. 

What would we have done without this?” – This was during the last war in Gaza (May 

11-21). 

 

Politic and agency 

MDA’s Palestinian-EMTs have also a potentially to shift political consciousness: On Yom 

HaShoah, the Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance Day (April 7, 2021), former Israel’s 

prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, gave his annual speech in Yad Vashem, telling 

about Bella Freund, an Holocaust survivor, being vaccinated by: “[…] an angel […] the 

paramedic Fadi Dkeidek from East-Jerusalem […]” (Arutz Sheva 2021; Baruch 2021)80. 

Netanyahu sure used this for a broader context of his “peace-politic-concept”, and ignored 

the Palestinian identity of Fadi, head of the Palestinian MDA volunteers in East-Jerusalem. 

But, by mentioning Fadi by his name, in this place, on that day, which considered very 

important for the Jews, he made another step to recognize that what he calls the “Arab-

Israelis” are part of Israel’s society. Only time could tell what and if the current Israeli 

politic changes the situation.  

For the moment, grassroots actions, such as praying next to each other of Jewish 

and Muslim EMTs of MDA – a photo which became viral during the lockdown 

(Liebermann 2020) – symbol the possibilities of coexistence. Such little moments happen 

more and more frequently, we just need to open our eyes to observe them. 

 

Conclusion 

The daily saving lives activity of the Palestinian EMTs in MDA branch of Jerusalem 

contributes to the city normality of everyday-life. By participating in the Israeli health 

system, they not only move in the same sphere with the common values of humanity, but 

also weave their uniqueness into this net, bridging between Palestinians and Jewish 

Israelis. Living in the core of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict give a much huger output of 

 
80 Arutz Sheva is known as a media network of religious Zionism and the settler movement. 
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this ongoing action which project it all over, or echoing Taha once again: “I wish 

everybody could have seen how we treat each other well and with dignity”. 
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Abstract: 

 

Over the last two decades, humanitarianism has been at the centre of in depth 

academic scrutiny. As the 90’s signalled the resurgence of humanitarian interventions on 

a global scale, the literature on the topic addressed the operational logic of the 

humanitarian apparatus from different angles, as well as its political and ethical 

inconsistencies. While the growing literature on the topic has contributed to a coherent 

and critical understanding of the humanitarian government, only a few studies focused on 

the role played by humanitarianism in the production of a precarious workforce, claiming 

the need to further investigate how and why the humanitarian is complicit to the neoliberal 

political economy. By drawing on my ethnographic research on the exploitation of asylum 

seekers in the Italian context, this paper intends to offer a preliminary answer to these 

how and why through a postcolonial inquiry of the humanitarian government. As such, it 

aims to outline a non-Eurocentric understanding of humanitarianism by focusing on the 

racial and colonial frontier which structures the modern humanitarian and human rights 

regime and on the constitutive entanglement between colonization and humanitarian 

government(ality). In acknowledging and unveiling the raciality at the core of 

humanitarianism, this contribution intends to suggest that the humanitarian exploitation 

risks to be disguised as an exceptional phenomenon unless we bring back into the inquiry 

 
81  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:fmarchi@unior.it
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the founding yet overlooked racial and colonial frontier inscribed within the humanitarian 

government and dimension tout court. 

 

Keywords 

humanitarian government – humanitarian exploitation – racialization – coloniality – surplus 

humanity  

 

 

Introduction 

This contribution aims to preliminary advance a postcolonial inquiry of the humanitarian 

government of migration in the European space. In particular, by emphasizing the 

relevance of race as a key-concept for better understanding the operational logic of this 

governmental apparatus, this paper suggests that the humanitarian government of 

migration co-participates in contemporary processes of racialization. By the term 

racialization, I refer to the centrality of race, considered as a modern-colonial technology, 

in structuring both governmental and labour dynamics (Curcio and Mellino 2012). Being 

more accurate, race is here considered as a foundational technology lying at the 

intersection of governmental processes and processes of capitalist accumulation (Quijano 

1992; Mbembe 2001, 2013; Mellino 2012, 2019; Robinson 1982; Sanyal 2007). On one 

hand, the humanitarian government of migration is thus conceived as part of a broader 

apparatus of institutional and democratic racism (e.g. “securitarian/military-humanitarian 

complex”). On the other, precisely for the reasons mentioned above, I aim to stress that 

this racial management cannot be read and interpreted without investigating its structural 

and complex connections with the operational logic of the so-called postcolonial/racial 

capitalism. What interests me here, in other words, is how the category of race, as 

developed by some prominent scholars in the field of postcolonial studies, can be 

deployed as a crucial conceptual tool in order to expand and re-orient a critique of 

humanitarianism which has mainly focus on its ethical, political and cultural antinomies, 

while overlooking its productive dimension. Namely that the humanitarian apparatus 

structurally (re)produces precarious and racialized workers, giving rise to what Mellino 

(2019) termed as a new moral political economy (on this point see also Dines and Rigo 

2017). 

Before digging deeper into the theoretical stakes of the paper, I want to briefly 

recall some facts that will be used as starting points for my inquiry. Over the last decade, 

an increasing number of asylum seekers and refugees have been facing extreme 
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exploitative labour conditions within the European (postcolonial) space (OECD 2017; 

Refugee Review 2017). In Italy, for instance, despite quantitative official data are 

surprisingly lacking, several advocacy reports and some academic contributions have 

denounced a systemic nexus between the so-called hospitality/reception system and the 

labour exploitation of humanitarian migrants (IDOS 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019; MEDU 

2018, 2019; Cagioni 2020; Cagioni, Coccoloni 2018; Ippolito, Perrotta, Raeymaekers 

2021; Omizzolo 2020). After the so-called 2015 refugee crisis, this trend has worsened, 

with numerous police investigations and journalistic reportages shedding light on the 

exploitation of asylum seekers and refugees in the agriculture, logistics, and services 

industry within the all national territory (see, for instance, Mangano 2020). My ongoing 

research project, which mainly consists of in-depth interviews and participatory 

observation with humanitarian migrants in Italy, seems to confirm a structural nexus 

between the so-called hospitality/reception system and the exploitation of humanitarian 

migrants. I am referring here, for instance, to a group of around 45 asylum seekers (all 

from sub-Saharan Africa) working as vegetables pickers in the southeast of the Verona 

province (my first case study). They work for around 60 hours per week, 7 days on 7, 

with a working contract which officially declares 12 hours per week. In addition, the 

contract is renovated, or not, every month, thus contributing to create a perpetual 

competition among these workers, as who performs better has more chances to be re-

employed the month to come, also in accordance to the fluctuation of the workforce 

demand. Around half of them live in so-called hospitality centres, while others resides in 

informal settlements (e.g. abandoned houses or buildings), or in public dormitories. 

According to a privileged observer, who has been volunteering for almost 7 years in the 

legal and political support of humanitarian migrants in the Verona province, the 

hospitality system “represents an apparatus of storage of precarious and highly 

exploitable workforce, with way less bargaining power compared to other migrants’ 

categories” (interview, 4/06/2021, Verona).   

 In the light of these ground-based evidences, and in spite of Nick Dines and 

Enrica Rigo’s (2017) work on the humanitarian exploitation, and other few remarkable 

exceptions (Mellino 2019; Ramsay 2020), critical humanitarian studies on migration do 

not offer a comprehensive theoretical and conceptual understanding on the structural 

nexus between the humanitarian realm and the functioning of the (neoliberal) political 

economy. While important contributions elaborated on the historical imbrication between 

the formation of the liberal, (the colonial?), and the humanitarian reason (Reid-Henry 
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2011), recent studies have been mostly interested in the ethical, political, and cultural 

inconsistencies of humanitarianism, paying less attention to the political economy 

internal to this governmental apparatus. It is of a crucial importance to clarify that when 

I speak about of a humanitarian political economy I am not referring to the expansion and 

proliferation of NGOs, humanitarian institutions, and private contractors in what has 

become a business-oriented model in the management of migration and hospitality system 

(Dadusc and Mudu 2020; Novak 2019). Nor I look at how humanitarian actions and 

politics can open up the way to the market economy in so-called developed countries and 

rural areas of the planet. These are, of course, important sides of the story. However, what 

interested me here is to investigate how and why the humanitarian government of 

migration is responsible in (re)producing racialized subjects who are not only conceived 

and constructed as voiceless and passive victims, but also and foremost they have 

emerged as a systematically exploited and racialized workforce category. Here I draw 

from the crucial contributions of Mellino (2019) and Dines and Rigo (2017) in which they 

proposed to consider the humanitarian government of migration as a moral political 

economy. By this concept, the authors aim to stress that, among other functions, the 

humanitarian government of migration regulates labour and productive processes. 82 

However, within the humanitarian governmental discourse, asylum seekers and refugees 

are constructed as suffering and exceptional subjects in need of protection and assistance, 

while labour and social rights’ struggles and demands are obscured in favour of a political 

(and epistemic) discourse entirely devoted to the human rights protection (Dines and Rigo 

2015). In other words, humanitarianism contributes to mask and conceal the “racialized 

worker” it contributes to create. It is not a case that the humanitarian turn in the European 

migration policy (Carbone, Gargiulo and Russo Spena 2018) has corresponded to the 

replacement of the “economic migrant” with the “asylum seeker”, bringing to the 

refugeeization of migration within the European migration agenda. Far from being a 

neutral process, this politics of (legal) replacement, which merged migration and asylum 

 
82  These contributions differ from the widely cited and important work of Didier Fassin (2012), 

Humanitarian reason. A moral history of the present, in which the French anthropologist defines the 

humanitarian government as a moral economy. By this term, Fassin refers to “the production, dissemination, 

circulation and use of emotions and values, norms and obligations in the social space” and, more broadly, 

to the deployment of moral sentiments for the government of contemporary society (p. 266). On the contrary, 

in talking about of a new moral political economy (and not only of a moral economy), Mellino (2019) 

emphasises that the humanitarian government of migration - and its moral grammar - is “constitutive of the 

neoliberal accumulation mode and its ‘extractive logic’” (p. 69, my translation).  
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policy, has strong political (economic) implications, which requires attentive 

(postcolonial) investigation.  

In the light of this brief overview, I believe it remains crucial to radically re-

consider the nexus between labour, migration, and humanitarianism/asylum. How and 

why humanitarian migrants are systematically exploited in the labour market? Should we 

avoid considering the “hospitality system” as such, and re-signify it as an apparatus for 

value extraction? Are asylum and humanitarianism constitutive of the problems they 

allegedly seek to solve? How do we make sense of the emergence of the humanitarian 

exploitation (Dines and Rigo 2017)? Is this phenomenon a contingential one, or it rather 

represents a structural and endogenous tendency which reveal a constitutive yet so far 

overlooked feature of the humanitarian government of migration? These are of course 

crucial and complex questions, which would require a much more expanded investigation 

and discussion than it is possible to provide in this essay. My aim here is far more 

restricted. I want to preliminarily test the potential contribution of postcolonial critique 

and theory to these questions, and suggest some possible lines of investigation for further 

studies and researches. 

 

Towards a postcolonial genealogy of the Humanitarian reason 

As I schematically tried to summarise in the previous section, critical humanitarian 

studies (on migration) have been mostly unable to understand and investigate how and 

why the humanitarian government plays a crucial role in the production of a highly 

exploited and racialized migrant workforce. As rightly suggested by Rigo and Dines 

(2015), one of the reason of this critical lack is due to the “regime of visibility” produced 

by the humanitarian grammar (on this point, see also De Lauri 2019). A grammar that 

articulates around the trope of human rights, hospitality, sufferance and salvation, crisis, 

emergency, trauma and relief, while completely silencing the field of labour and the 

intimate connections between the humanitarian government and the neoliberal extractive 

logic (Mellino 2019). The issue at stake, and this is the core of my research, is: how should 

we read the fact that the vast majority of humanitarian migrants are systematically 

exploited in the labour market? Is this a temporal, exceptional, and paradoxical tendency, 

or, it rather represents an internal and structural element to the functioning of the 

humanitarian government of migration?  I believe that a postcolonial approach to these 

questions can offer important insights and possible lines of investigation. As I do not have 

time for a long and exhaustive explanation, I want to just mention some points that are 
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neither definitive nor exhaustive, they rather embody the “work-in-progress” spirit of the 

current draft and the whole publication. 

First of all, it is of a crucial importance to consider that the modern figure of the 

human, which is the same figure that historically structures and informs the politico-

juridical human rights and humanitarian regime, is inseparable from a constant process 

of expulsion of the racialized-colonial other from the same realm of humanity. In other 

words, the modern concept of the human/ity has been produced and affirmed through a 

constant process of demarcation between the proper human and the racialized quasi- and 

non-human. And “there exists no portion of the modern human that is not subject to 

racialization, which determines the hierarchical ordering of the Homo sapiens species into 

humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans; second, as a result, humanity has held a very 

different status for the traditions of the racially oppressed” (Weheliye 2014, 8). Humanity-

as-modernity assumes a radically different meaning weather, or not, it is acknowledged 

that an absolute racial-colonial fracture informs, creates, structures, as well as fractures 

and decomposes the modern figure of the human. This point, which may sound quite 

obvious and taken for granted, especially for postcolonial, decolonial and black studies, 

it is often presented in critical humanitarian studies (on migration) much more as a 

marginal and solely historical matter, rather than an issue with strong material and 

epistemic implications in the postcolonial present. In addition to this point, we know from 

some seminal historical researches that “humanitarian reason is grounded in the invasion 

and the regulation of colonization” (Lester and Dussart 2014, 6; see also Skinner and 

Lester 2012). These studies are important for, at least, two reasons. First, by shedding 

light on the colonial governmental administration of aborigines population during the first 

half of the 19th century, they contest those accounts that locate the rise of a proper 

humanitarian government during the twentieth century. Barnett (2011), for instance, 

assumes the II world war as the first embryo of a humanitarian governance, while Fassin, 

despite acknowledging that a “long-term temporality relates to the emergence of moral 

sentiments in philosophical reflection, and subsequently in common sense, in Western 

societies from the eighteenth century onward” (2012, 13), suggests that only at the end of 

the twentieth century occurred a humanitarization of politics and government. Secondly, 

in considering the modern colonial space as the foundational unit of analysis for studiying 

the emergence of the humanitarian reason, these accounts put the basis for a postcolonial 

inquiry on humanitarianism, conceived as a racial governmental apparatus: “a 

governmental responsibility to protect seems to have emerged at the same time and in the 
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same spaces as that government assumed the right to colonize” (Lester and Dussart 2014, 

1). 

These two points, which would require a much deeper investigation, nonetheless 

suggest and indicate the necessity to further investigate the historical, political, and 

epistemic intimacy between the humanitarian reason/government and the modern politics 

of race.  

 

Humanitarian border, or, the border of humanity 

Assuming race as a vantage point for studying the operational logic of the humanitarian 

government of migration in contemporary Europe can represent an important theoretical 

move in order to grasp the historical and structural nexus between this governmental 

apparatus and the functioning of the racial capitalism, which is the very logic of capital. 

Bringing further my provisional postcolonial scrutiny on the humanitarian government of 

migration, I want to conclude by considering the seminal and widely cited article of 

William Walters (2011) on the birth of the so-called humanitarian border. In his 

contribution, Walters articulates on the emergence of the humanitarian border as a 

governmental apparatus of migrant mobility in the European space. Roughly put, 

according to the author, the humanitarian border emerges in areas of the world where 

border crossing has become a matter of “life and death”, and the humanitarian 

government of migration can be described as a form of minimal biopolitics, which persists 

and articulates within the internal (humanitarian) borders of Europe. Without further 

analysing the theoretical stakes of this contribution, what interested me here is a 

seemingly minor detail of the article, namely the location of the humanitarian border. 

According to Walters, in fact, the humanitarian border emerges in specific “places”, or, 

maybe better, space(s): where “global north and global south confront one another” in a 

conflicting and unstable way. In his words, “the humanitarian government of migration 

is becoming common at what Freudenstein calls the world’s “frontiers of poverty”. These 

are the zones like the US-Mexico borderlands, or the complex space formed by the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and the southern European states of the EU. These spaces 

can be likened to faultlines in the smooth space of globalization where it seems that the 

worlds designated by the terms Global North and Global South confront one another in a 

very concrete, abrasive way, and where gradients of wealth and poverty, citizenship and 

non-citizenship appear especially sharply”. Walters’ argument on this point, I believe, 

can open up the way for a postcolonial inquiry of the humanitarian government of 



172 
 

migration. As such, by considering race and coloniality as the founding and structuring, 

material and epistemic, devices between the two global poles, I propose that the 

humanitarian government of migration represents a “conflicting space of government” in 

which the racial fracture of the human is constantly reproduced, reinforced and 

institutionalized, rather than contested and dismantled. Who is the human/ity of 

humanitarianism? What does the racialized human tell us about the operational logic of 

(contemporary) humanitarianism? Is humanitarianism only a form of biopolitics, or, as 

suggested by some studies, does it also imply a necropolitical reverse (Mellino 2019)? 

These issues, which have only been partially answered in this draft, represents some of 

the theoretical and conceptual stakes to be addressed in order to achieve a more 

exhaustive, and less fragmented, postcolonial inquiry of the humanitarian government of 

migration. Nonetheless, this paper has tried to roughly summarized and suggest the 

historical, political, epistemic centrality of race within the development and articulation 

of the humanitarian reason. In light of these schematic considerations and questions, I 

thus propose that, among other functions, a) humanitarianism represents a racializing 

technology of management and exploitation of the migrant population, and that b) this 

racial management is neither paradoxical nor exceptional, but it needs to be considered 

as a structuring aspect of the very logic of humanitarianism.  

Through this and provisional account, I aimed to stress the importance of 

considering race as an analytical tool/lens in order to expand the critique of the 

humanitarian government of migration beyond some of its current Eurocentric limits. 

While I am aware that this short paper requires further specifications and development, 

and it might sound a bit too simplistic and reductionist, I also believe that the research 

directions I have indicated are full of theoretical and largely unexplored political 

potential. The main point to depart from is that one of the central functions of the 

humanitarian government of migration, considered as a racializing technology, is about 

the production and reproduction of what I called a “surplus humanity”. Following Achille 

Mbembe (2017), I intend the idea of a surplus humanity as a sort of human subject, which 

is at the same time made indispensable for feeding the racial logic of the capitalist 

machine, as well as a subject that can be always made redundant, in excess, whose 

existence oscillates between the biopolitical inclusion and the necropolitical horizon.  
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Abstract: 

 

It is, nowadays, unarguable, amongst the scientific community, that the anthropic 

actions over the environment are exacerbating climate change. It is, equally, 

acknowledged that most of the events which stem from them increasingly prompt new 

human motions.  

In spite of the enticement of responding to the plight with Human Rights 

International Law mechanisms, they have revealed themselves as inadequate for that 

purpose, eventually due to the force of their foundationalist boundaries, as the 

anthropocentrism, citizenship affiliation (Arendt) or metaphysical nature (Burke).  

The correlation between environmental decay and fundamental rights deprivation 

is, nevertheless, notorious, whether we assume the right to the salubrious environment as 

a condition to the utter benefits of rights, such as life, health, water and food access, or 

we perceive it as a third generation independent right.  

To this drama, accretes the aggravating factor of the Anthropocene’s climate 

effects, which are felt with stronger impact, and before a far lesser reaction capability, 

over vulnerable countries, and communities. We risk, therefore, in case nothing is done 

in the sense of altering the current socio-economic patterns, to live, in the near future, a 

 
83  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:ana-luisa-rodrigues@hotmail.com
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new apartheid, with a climatic dimension (Alston), in which the world will be divided 

into two groups: citizens and “environmental outcasts” (Sassen).  

In this article, we will briefly handle the analysis on the factual status of the 

Environmental Migrations and the condition of legal art over the matter, in order to 

conclude that the right to settle in a livable environment is the minimum threshold for 

growth which is required, nowadays, to the human rights frontiers.  

Lastly, we question ourselves whether the idealistic response for the problem 

might be within an ethics for sustainability, funded on a planetary sense of belonging, not 

anthropocentric, pragmatic, and driven towards a worldwide citizenship with globally 

claimable rights and duties. 

 

Keywords 

Environmental Migration – International Human Rights Law – Ethics for Sustainability  

 

 

Introduction 

Climate change and the problems it presents pose a novel challenge (Teles 2019, 94) to 

which the International Human Rights Law still is unable to provide a complete answer.  

One of those problems is related to the ensuing migratory movements. Migrations 

have been resulting from environmental causes for as long as Homo sapiens have existed 

(Claro 2015, 5). What is different today regarding this type of phenomena is the fact that 

it comes from a crisis with indisputably anthropogenic roots (Mayer 2011, 362), a global 

reach (Ramos 2011, 49), and an extremely intense and complex character (CPR 2010, 51). 

There is talk of a new geological era, the Anthropocene (CPR 2010, 34), in which climate 

change and the resulting disasters are expected to exacerbate the scale and intricate 

content of human mobility (CPR 2010, 7; Ramos 2011, 55). 

In light of this scenario, it should be recognised that the thought paradigm on 

which traditional Human Rights theory is based has limits on reasoning and functioning 

that do not allow us to understand or act effectively on these new challenges, therefore, 

requiring a reformulation.  

This is what happens, for example, with his penchant for abstraction, identified by 

Edmund Burke in 1790 in his book Reflections on the Revolution in France (Tosi and 

Scorpion Fragoso 2017, 123). Indeed, it depends on the willingness and ability of national 

governments to protect and implement these rights. There is limited capacity to coerce 

States to fulfill their obligations, especially when economic and social rights are 

concerned, which require resources and financial investment. While the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights requires the parties to respect and ensure the rights 
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recognised in the document, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights only requires them to take measures to the fullest extent of their available resources 

(Knox 2009, 19).  

This is also what happens in regard to citizenship, denounced by Hannah Arendt 

in The Origins of Totalitarianism, as a condition that prevents stateless persons and 

refugees from having access to the most basic human rights (Pereira 2015, 11). Having 

been organised within the system of Nation States (George de Araujo Silva 2018, 379), 

in which the State has the legal power and autonomy (George de Araujo Silva 2018, 385), 

and is not bound by extraterritorial obligations (Teles 2019, 115), the International Human 

Rights Law often leaves these individuals without any legal system to claim to (Pereira 

2015, 14). In theory, it guarantees basic rights for those who leave their places of origin 

due to environmental events, since all human beings must be able to enjoy the civil, 

political, economic, social and cultural privileges established in various international 

treaties (Pérez et al. 2019, 28). In practice, however, individuals must be under the 

jurisdiction of a State for this guarantee to take effect. And many times, there's nothing 

preventing these States from impeding entry into their sphere of jurisdiction.  

This is also, what happens with its generational autism. The International Human 

Rights Law has not historically been designed to defend the rights of future generations 

(Jesus and Silva 2017, 320). Much less to respond to events that are foreseen as inevitable, 

but have not yet happened, such as the rise in average sea levels.  

This is, finally, what happens with its anthropocentrism. Universal human nature 

has been segregated from the nature of all living beings, based on a self-defeating 

anthropocentrism (Maia 2017). This is because the International Human Rights Law does 

not require abstention from all types of environmental degradation (Knox 2009, 12), but 

only from those that inflict direct and actual harm on individuals who inhabit the present 

time. Given this logical paradox, human beings could continue degrading different 

environments and abandoning them, moving on to others until no healthy refuge is left 

on the face of the planet, therefore dooming themselves. 

 

Human Rights and the Environment: a recognised relationship  

The doctrine has approved by consensus two types of dependence as proving the existing 

interconnection between Human Rights and the Environment: Clean environment is a 

precondition to the enjoyment of human rights such as life or health; and in the absence 
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of some procedural human rights (such as the right to information or public participation), 

it is not possible to guarantee the protection of the environment (Calgaro 2017, 9).  

With regard to the first type, which is what interests us most for the issue under 

analysis, the United Nations High Commission for Human Rights has recognised in 

several resolutions of the UN Human Rights Council on Human Rights and Climate 

Change that the impacts of climate directly and indirectly threaten the enjoyment of 

human rights. Climate migration is one of the consequences of environmental degradation 

in which the transgression of these rights is evident. (Pérez et al. 2019, 19-20) 

Since these are the main challenges of our time (Mazzuoli n.d., 160) and will 

ultimately affect the course of the human race (Schwenck n.d., 3), these two domains 

must stop being addressed in a disaggregated manner and merely oriented towards their 

own legal regimes (Bosselmann 2008, 9). There is, however, a long way to go in this 

regard.  

 

Potential ways by which International Human Rights Law can respond to environmental 

degradation  

The assumption of the relationship between Human Rights and the Environment by the 

International Human Rights Law can take two different paths: It can either address the 

impact environmental degradation can have on already recognised rights, or it can opt to 

create a new human right to a healthy environment (Teles 2019, 104).  

Until now, the trend has been towards the emphasis and protection of already 

recognised rights (Jesus and Silva 2017, 315), such as life, health, water, food, family, or 

property. (Pérez et al. 2019, 28; Teles 2019, 104). 

The idea of a free-standing human right to a healthy environment was introduced 

with Principle 1 of the Stockholm Declaration, as early as 1972, and was followed by 

several non-binding documents, some national constitutions 84  and jurisprudential 

decisions (Bosselmann 2008, 19). However, this is not provided for in any international 

legal instrument on human rights (Sperandio 2006, 11).  

 

On the way to “Climate Apartheid”  

In her book Expulsions: Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy, Saskia Sassen 

presents the 'new logic of expulsion' brought on by advanced capitalism, which includes 

 
84 This is the case with the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic. 
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environmental expulsions (Bertazi 2019). The expression “climate apartheid” emerges 

from this line of thought. It was first used by Philip Alston in the report on Climate 

Change and Poverty presented in 2019 to the United Nations Human Rights Council, 

which emphasises that developing countries will bear approximately 75% of the costs of 

climate change, despite generating only 10% of global carbon dioxide emissions.  

This expression brings to light the cycle of environmental injustice, which results 

from the absolute lack of relationship between those causing these climate-induced 

migration flows, and their places of origin, or even, destination (Ramos 2011, 43). It is a 

fact that disasters and environmental degradation affect countries, communities, groups 

and individuals in different ways, depending on how vulnerable they are. This “involves 

not only economic aspects, but also technical, political, social aspects, as well as 

adaptability, absorption, recovery and response capacity” (Vedovato et al. 2019, 11). 

The two poorest regions in the world – Africa and South Asia – are the very places 

that are geographically more exposed to, and less prepared to deal with, climate change 

(UN DESA 2020, 91). In addition, within each country, certain populations are more 

vulnerable, such as indigenous people, communities dependent on agricultural or coastal 

livelihoods (Allen et al. 2018, 12), the elderly, people with disabilities and chronic 

illnesses (Pacífico and Gaudêncio 2014, 138), who tend to be more susceptible to poverty.  

 

Environmental Migration and Lack of Protection  

Environmental Migration encompasses, in our view, all migration flows whose essential 

cause is found in an event of environmental nature, whether or not this element is 

exclusive in the construction of the impulse for displacement.  

Within these, the first major segmentation should separate voluntary migration 

from forced migration. The first group comprises those that involve an option of leaving 

the place of origin in search of better environmental conditions, and the second group, 

those that derive from coercion to migrate, for purposes of survival (Pacífico and 

Gaudêncio 2014, 136). 

The distinction between voluntary and forced environmental migrations presents 

a special challenge when we consider that slow-onset environmental events can also 

trigger human movements (Kraler et al. 2011, 37). Extreme events such as tropical storms, 

floods or cyclones are examples of rapid-onset occurrences, while droughts, 

desertification or land degradation are examples of slow-onset occurrences (Kraler et al. 

2011, 20-21).  
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Migrations can also be internal, when individuals and groups do not cross the 

borders of their countries (Silva et al. 2018, 129) or international. In some cases, internal 

relocation of the population may not be possible, either because the territory may become 

entirely uninhabitable (e.g., Maldives), or because the unaffected portion of the territory 

is unable to absorb the entire displaced population (e.g., Bangladesh) (Mayer 2011, 357).  

Finally, these displacements may be temporary or permanent (Lyra et al. 2018, 

275), depending on the existing possibility of return for each circumstance.  

The lack of an established definition for the phenomenon makes it difficult to 

obtain precise data about it (Ramos 2011, 26). For this reason, there are neither official 

statistics from the United Nations (CPR 2010, 12) nor information provided by 

humanitarian organisations (Ramos 2011, 22) that can be absolutely relied upon in this 

regard.  

In prospective terms, the United Nations University itself has been particularly 

cautious with regard to applying a statistical framework to this issue (Ramos 2011, 63), 

even though its doctrine foresees about 200 million people displaced by the year 2050.  

While the individuals and groups who abandon their places of origin, threatened 

by environmental causes, have been generically called “Environmental Refugees” 

(Ramos 2011, 19), there is no official definition adopted, not even a doctrinal consensus 

on the most adequate term to describe its global character (Ramos 2011, 74). 

The category was first described by Lester Brown in 1976, but gained 

international recognition through a paper by Essam El-Hinnawi, published in 1985 by the 

United Nations Environment Program (Lyra et al. 2018, 255). In a political document 

entitled “Environmental Refugees” (Tolentino et al. n.d., 6), the scholar described them 

as “those people who have been forced to leave their traditional habitat, temporarily or 

permanently, because of a marked environmental disruption that jeopardised their 

existence at risk and/or seriously affected their quality of life” (Ramos 2011, 76; Bates 

2002, 466).  

The problem lies in the fact that the definition of a refugee as stipulated in the 

Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951), interpreted in conjunction 

with its additional 1967 Protocol (UN 1951), encounters two obstacles that do not allow 

for the inclusion of “Environmental Refuge” in its scope of intervention: the need for fear 

of persecution, which is not fulfilled, and an environmental motivation (which would 

have to fall within the framework of the numerus clauses provided for), which does not 

apply.  
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Despite all its good will in searching for a solution to the impasse, the doctrine 

ended up creating yet another problem: Within the vast group it calls “Environmental 

Refugees” are, in fact, countless “Internally Displaced Persons”, a category that already 

exists in international law (UN 1998).  

As a result, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, while openly 

recognising the seriousness of the environmental factors that generate migration flows 

(Ramos 2011, 86), does not institutionally accept the term, underscoring its lack of 

support by international law (Kraler et al. 2011, 28).  

Thus, if the presence of “environmental refugees” across the globe becomes 

irrefutable (Ramos 2011, 130), it is also irrefutable the insufficiency of existing legal 

mechanisms at the international level, or at least, of their current interpretation, to come 

up with a full answer to the problem (Vedovato et al. 2019, 3). 

Even so, there are some cases of documents and/or legislative principles that 

extend the scope of the word “refugee”, for the purposes of legal protection, beyond what 

is designed by the Geneva Convention. These promote more or less a direct integration 

of individuals who are forced to move due to environmental reasons.  

From a regional point of view, for example, both the Organisation of African Unity 

Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa (1969) and 

the Declaration of Cartagena (1984), a soft law document applicable in Central America, 

recognise as refugees also the persons who, due to massive violations of human rights or 

events that seriously disrupt public order, seek shelter outside their countries (Claro 2015, 

96-97). In turn, the Arab Convention on Regulating Status of Refugees in the Arab 

Countries (1994), expressly protects those who take refuge in another country due to the 

occurrence of natural disasters or serious events (Claro 2015, 107-108).  

There are also national laws with provisions similar to these (Pacífico and 

Gaudêncio 2014, 134)85.   

 

The Minimum Response: The right to settle in a liveable environment  

Human rights carry special characteristics, such as the prohibition of retrogression, the 

logic of expansion, and the propensity for reconstruction. “They must always add 

 
85 In this regard, Carolina Claro presents the evident examples of Cuba, Bolivia, Sweden, Argentina and 

Finland, and puts forward potential favourable interpretations in the legislations of Costa Rica and Mexico 

(2015,172), while, in other places, we find references to different examples, such as those in Cyprus, Italy, 

Belgium, Bulgaria, Ireland, Lithuania, Latvia, Malta and Slovakia (Kraler et al. 2011, 55-60). 
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something new and better to being human” (Ibrahin 2012, 7558-7559, 7575-7576) and 

their statements tend to be typologically open (Mazzuoli 2008, 163).  

Habermas's Realistic Utopia teaches us that one of the functions that the 

accumulated experience of violation of dignity fulfils, in the construction of human rights 

is, precisely, the function of invention. Thus, “once a violation of dignity is experienced, 

the system of available rights is exhausted, sometimes bringing about the need to think 

about new rights” (Machado and Negri 2011.). In this regard, “Piovesan defends that the 

foundation and nature of human rights are based on historicity” and that “the dignity of 

the human individual is an attribute […] whose concept is in a permanent process of 

development and construction” (Vedovato et al. 2019, 14-15). 

Based on this theoretical assumption, we approach the right to settle in a liveable 

environment as a right in status nascendi, that is, “under construction”. According to him, 

from the moment a forced environmental migrant falls under the jurisdiction of a State, 

the obligation to protect the right to life will demand from that State any appropriate 

negative and positive actions (Schwenck n.d.,10), whether or not there's an attribution of 

refugee status.  

A relatively recent decision by the United Nations Human Rights Committee 

regarding the Ioane Teitiota case, ended up attracting media attention worldwide. In order 

to understand it, let us first look at an overview of its history:  

 

We hereby cite […] the case of Ioane Teitiota from Kiribati who claimed refugee status 

from the New Zealand government […] under the allegation that global warming left his 

family with no option of return, and that his life […] was at risk in his homeland, Kiribati. 

This country, located less than two meters above sea level, is one of the most vulnerable 

in the world, due to the rise in the ocean levels caused by global warming, running the 

risk of disappearing altogether. […] the action remained fruitless, with New Zealand's 

Supreme Court claiming in July 2015 that Teitiota did not meet the criteria for obtaining 

refugee status, as it was granted only to individuals who were under threat of persecution 

in their country of origin, as provided by the 1951 Geneva Convention […]. As a result, 

the applicant and his family were eventually deported. (Lyra et al. 2018, 264) 

 

In early 2020, despite supporting the practical decision to expel the applicant 

(understanding that the danger was not imminent and that there were proactive efforts by 
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Kiribati to respond to the situation), the Human Rights Committee came to establish a 

precedent that has shaken the foundations of the international asylum law.  

Although the principle of non-refoulement, established in article 33 of the Geneva 

Convention, states unequivocally that “no Contracting State shall expel […] a refugee to 

the frontiers of territories where their life or freedom would be threatened on account of 

their race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion”, the Committee recognised that this obligation of non-expulsion also applies 

when the risk of being deprived of one's life on return to the country of origin is due to a 

substantial destruction of the most basic economic and social rights (Atapattu et al. 2020, 

121).  

This decision, therefore, has reconstructed, by expansion, the interpretation of the 

principle of non-refoulement and corroborated Mayer's idea that environmental refugees 

and political refugees have similar needs (2011, 381).                                

 

The Maximum Response: In search of a sense of planetary belonging  

If the minimum response to the problem under analysis transports us to the timid 

evolutions of an International Human Rights Law that remains faithful to its usual thought 

pattern, the search for a maximum response will require a paradigm shift that allows, in 

practical terms, reacting to the limits of reasoning and functioning that we had mentioned 

in the Introduction to this text.  

This change will require a conceptual enhancement of the international legal 

universe, based on the dual mission of protecting human beings and the environment 

(Schwenck n.d., 18).  

Therefore, and given that sustainable development primarily seeks a 

reconciliation between promoting the quality of human life and preserving the 

environment (Sperandio 2006, 15), the solution can be found in a new ethos, based on 

new principles, associated with the values of sustainability. These principles would be the 

following:  

A) The Principle of common but differentiated responsibilities according to 

respective capabilities:  

This principle establishes that all States are responsible for preventing and 

combating global environmental degradation, while recognising that the great differences 

between the development levels of different countries are related to their contribution to 

environmental problems and to their greater or lesser capacity to deal with them. It is 
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include in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and has been 

reiterated in other more recent international documents, namely the Kyoto Protocol 

(Contipelli and Giordani 2020, 37) and the Paris Agreement (Teles 2019, 116). 

On the one hand, the logic of assuming responsibilities, according to respective 

capabilities, would allow retorting to the abstraction of Human Rights, since the States 

that have more resources would be proportionally more called upon to respond, especially 

when the States of origin of environmental migrants do not have the means to do so, 

filling these gaps in action.  

On the other hand, the logic of differentiated responsibilities would make it 

possible to advance against the association of Human Rights with citizenship, promoting 

their extraterritorial application, as advocated by Knox (2016, 10). In fact, scientific data 

on historical and current emissions show that some States have contributed more than 

others to global warming, and some authors believe that the proportion of this 

responsibility can be numerically estimated (Pérez et al. 2019, 33). Based on this 

hypothesis, the rich and polluting States would be responsible for their past and current 

actions, including towards people who do not reside in their jurisdiction. The principle of 

joint liability could thus be used to justify the obligation to admit a climate migrant into 

a particular State (Pérez et al. 2019, 35). 

B) The Principle of Generational Equity:  

The idea that promoting sustainability implies creating as few obstacles as 

possible to the development options for future generations emerged forcefully with the 

publication of the Brundtland Report.  

If intragenerational equity calls for combating inequality within the same 

generation, intergenerational equity refers to the quest for equality between generations, 

and implies the concern to include the needs of future generations in the design and 

implementation of present policies (Baker 2006, 38).  

Transported to the International Human Rights Law scenario, this principle would 

allow generating legal responses consistent with deprivations of rights that have not yet 

occurred, but which are known to be inevitable. In addition, similarly to what is done in 

the International Environment context, it would allow to protect the generations to come, 

which, in the case of environmental migrants, could prove essential in solving practical 

problems.  

C) The Principle of Ecocentrism: 
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To date, the principle of ecocentrism has been more present from a doctrinal point 

of view than a legislative one. One of its defenders is Gomes Canotilho, according to 

whom the current anthropocentric view of Human Rights should be replaced by an 

ecocentric view. In the author's understanding, “the fulfilment of human needs as the sole 

objective of the existence of the environment will invariably result in the failure of 

humanity itself” (Maia 2017). As a result, he suggests a reformulation of the concept of 

rights that favours the joint protection of human and non-human beings (Maia 2017). 

With regard to events associated with environmental degradation, only the 

adoption of a sustainable ethics, in which people's rights are complemented by obligations 

towards Nature as a whole, can prevent the destruction of the planet, even when taken as 

the habitat of Mankind.        

                         

Conclusions 

The challenges facing International Human Rights Law today are of a different nature 

from those to which the Universal Declaration of Human Rights sought to respond in the 

aftermath of World War II. These challenges don't fit in its traditional pattern of thinking.  

One of these will be forced environmental migrations caused by climate change, which 

is predicted to be an unprecedented human tragedy.  

Having analysed the factual situation of this phenomenon and the current state of 

the legal art that deals with it, we have concluded that it is necessary to produce new 

solutions that lead to an effective protection of its victims.  

A minimal-change approach requires the reconstruction of the International 

Human Rights Law based on the creation of a right to settle in a liveable environment 

through the reinterpretation of the principle of non-refoulement and its necessary 

application to environmental refugees. In its turn, a more ambitious and transformative 

approach aspires to a paradigm shift.  

Both Human Rights and Environmental Law represent a challenge to the 

orthodoxy of International Law (Bosselmann 2008, 12), and the conventional idea of 

State sovereignty. The former challenge States by focusing on the value of the Individual. 

The second does so by focusing on the value of the Ecosystem.  

The search for principles that can serve the purposes of historical development 

and reconstruction of both these branches of law, starting by breaking unproductive 

borders between them, can find an answer in an ethics for sustainability, which 

harmoniously and simultaneously values both the part, and the whole it belongs to.  
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Abstract: 

 

Environmental impact assessments of various types present recurring problems 

both in the content and in the evaluation processes that need to be corrected. A first step 

in that direction is their identification and review. This presentation aims to do so. 

Some problems identified are 1) The rating of the potential impact and the depth 

of the evaluation do not correspond; 2) The definition of the area of direct influence and 

the affected population is incomplete; 3) There is no essential complementary information 

and studies; 4) There is no determination of impacts on the collective rights of indigenous 

peoples, nor is there a baseline on health; 4) The methodologies for analysis and valuation 

are not explicit; 5) The most relevant questions for the specific case are not addressed; 6) 

Sections from other studies, from other activities and from other countries are cut and 

pasted; 7) Erroneous, inaccurate or misleading data is presented; 8) The right of access to 

information is fulfilled on the edge of legality; 9) The environmental management plans 
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do not define those responsible and means of verification; 10) The parameters for 

monitoring and the number and spatial distribution of monitoring stations are open to 

manipulation. 

Overcoming these difficulties will require a sustained effort from multiple state 

actors, civil society, and international cooperation to set a reform agenda for the 

environmental management system. This paper presents the Peruvian evidence to 

contribute to a gradual and cumulative reading of a phenomenon that is global. 

 

Keywords 

Environmental law – Environmental policy – Environmental assessment – Peru 

 

 

Introduction 

Since 1990 when the Peruvian environmental code introduced environmental assessment 

in Peru, we have traveled a long road to aim to build an environmental management 

system in Peru. In the 1990s we had the sectors managing environmental assessment. In 

2001 we started to develop the National Environmental Impact Assessment System (Law 

27446). In 2012, Law 29968 created the National Environmental Certification Service for 

Sustainable Investments (SENACE) as a specialized technical public body, attached to 

the Ministry of environment (MINAM), in charge of reviewing and approving detailed 

environmental impact studies (EIA-d) for investment projects. 

Environmental assessments (Environmental Impact Statement, semi-detailed and 

detailed Environmental Impact Studies and Strategic Environmental Assessment) present 

recurring problems both, in content and in processes for their characterization, 

development, evaluation, implementation and monitoring, which need to be corrected. 

Worse still, in the last decade a set of norms has made environmental regulations 

even more flexible as evidenced by Supreme Decrees 054-2013-PCM and 060-2013-

PCM, Law 30230, Law 30327 and other relevant norms and resolutions, which favor a 

more market friendly in disregards of socioenvironmental capital. 

 

Identification of common problems in environmental impact assessments  

Inadequate rating of impact level 

When evaluating a project, the proponent must self-evaluate if it has no impacts or if these 

are minor, medium, or greater. Then, based on this, it presents the authority who can 

requalify the level of the required evaluation. 
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The qualification of the potential impact of the project or work and, therefore, the 

depth of the type of evaluation that is required does not correspond to the reality of the 

potential impact of the project. 

• In the Agua Segura San Juan de Amancaes Project, the applicant self-rated its 

impacts to require an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), an instrument used 

when the project generates minor impacts. The environmental authorization was 

granted. when instead the authority had to observe the qualification and demand 

a more complex Environmental Impact Study -Detailed (EIA-d), since the work 

generates displacement of species of flora and fauna, among other major impacts. 

(Lu 2018). 

 

The main questions whose characterization, dimensioning and evaluation can show a 

greater environmental impact are avoided. 

• The EIA-d of the Playa Lobería Gas Fractionation Plant does not assess impacts 

on biodiversity and protected areas, despite being within the buffer zone of the 

Paracas National Reserve. 

 

Analysis of alternatives 

The selection of the proposed site tends to be justified and alternatives are avoided. 

• The EIA-d of the Hydrocarbon Fractionation Plant of Pluspetrol, in Playa Lobería, 

Pisco and the EIA-d of the Hydrocarbon Fractionation Plant of Hunt, in Playa 

Melchorita, Cañete, both say that they have studied more than 12 alternatives and 

chosen the only suitable option for the project. These are two very similar facilities 

located 74 kilometers apart. The first facility is next to the Paracas peninsula and 

uses it as a natural protection for its embarkation point at sea. The second facility 

has no natural protection and had to invest in building protection for the boarding 

point. 

 

Definition Area of Direct Influence (ADI) and Indirect (AII) 

The definition of the direct (ADI) and indirect (AII) area of influence of a project is highly 

arbitrary. 

• The EIA of the Chinchero Airport defines the AID as the polygon of the airport; 

however, this is the delimitation of the physical space of the work, but its impact 

occurs on the districts of Chinchero, Cusco, Anta, and a good part of the Sacred 

Valley of the Incas. 

• The EIS of the San Juan de Amancaes Safe Water Project does not provide 

coordinates to form the polygon of the ADI, but rather a single point located in 

the ocean between Africa and Australia. (Lu 2018). 
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Characterization of impacts 

EIAs usually contain an incomplete characterization of the potential environmental 

impacts. The potential cumulative impacts and synergies with other factors of 

environmental deterioration such as, climate change or deforestation, are not included. 

When evaluations require hydrogeological and geotechnical studies, the 

information is usually not enough to visualize the impact of the project in the sub-basin 

or basin. 

There is no assessment of impacts on the collective rights of indigenous peoples, 

nor is there a baseline on human health. 

Population displacement and resettlement are not considered and the Ministry for 

Women and Vulnerable Populations, the governing body on this matter, does not have a 

say during the evaluation process. 

There are serious problems with the methodologies for analysis and assessment of 

impacts. The terms of reference approved for the preparation of the environmental 

assessment do not contain the most relevant questions for the specific case such as, the 

impact on biodiversity or on a nearby protected area. 

EIA-d Chinchero Airport does not characterize impacts over wetlands, even though 

they provide 40% of the drinking water for the city of Cusco; the generation of solid and 

liquid waste; and risks to fauna. (Soria 2020).  

DIA of the Agua Segura San Juan de Amancaes Project does not identify existing 

species of fauna and flora. Regarding fauna, it refers to 'fauna if any' and proposes to 

reduce hunting, when it does not occur in this ecosystem, however, it does not say 

anything about the 15 nests of 'sand owl' that would be destroyed by removal of land and 

construction of the water tank 1. Regarding the wild flora, it indicates that in the field 

evaluations no arboreal or shrub species have been observed, but it does not refer to the 

herbaceous species, which predominates in this ecosystem. Finally, the Environmental 

Management Plan of the DIA indicates that the Amancaes flower is extinct, when just by 

going up to the area between May and October you can see the species flowering. (Soria 

and Romo 2019). 

 

Limits of impact evaluations 

One of the limiting issues is the use of undersized effluent treatment plants in the camps, 

which can generate discharges of pollutants into bodies of water. 
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• EIA Block 88 Camisea OSINERG identified this risk early and then DIGESA 

confirmed that there were discharges of polluting effluents into the Urubamba 

River. 

• EIA seismic exploration 2 D lot 76 the waste management plan failed to indicate 

the management plan for the excreta and wastewater of the workers and 

employees in the project area; it also had gaps in the characterization and final 

disposal of hazardous waste. 

 

Citizen participation 

Public hearings lack infographics, maps, and graphics to help explain the project. The 

audience format itself is designed for the literate population demanding that questions be 

presented in writing. There is no use of translators to local languages. There are no 

summaries of the assessment in local languages. 

 

Participation without funding for technical advice 

Peru´s Ombudsman's Office has long stated the need of citizens to have the right to access 

technical and legal advice funded by the State or by the project proponent to exercise 

relevant and meaningful citizen participation. (Defensoría del Pueblo 2005, 63).  This 

would favor a more professional and technical analysis of environmental problems that 

would allow citizens to contribute to building lasting solutions, having advisers with more 

knowledge on socio-environmental problems and how to handle them and feeding 

confidence in regard to the capacity of the environmental management system to 

adequately process citizens demands. 

 

Limitations to participation 

There is no adequate dissemination of the environmental assessment, consequently, 

citizen participation is limited. 

For example, the EIS should ‘include a Citizen Participation Plan, measure mitigation 

measures, Monitoring and Control Plan, Contingency Plan, Closure or Abandonment Plan, 

among others determined by the Competent Authority. '(Article 28 of Supreme Decree 

019-2009-MINAM). This EIS must be disseminated to allow interested parties to become 

aware of its content and reach their observations and comments (Article 42 of Supreme 

Decree 019-2009-MINAM). 

• DIA of the Agua Segura San Juan de Amancaes Project did not contain a Citizen 

Participation Plan.  
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Poor access to information 

Until 2008, EIAs and the various administrative acts associated with them were available 

on the MINEM website. Since then, the information available on the web has been 

progressively reduced. Although the right of access to information is guaranteed, this is 

based on giving the name of the document that is requested and indicating which official 

has it. Although there is a right of access to information, how do I request this if I do not 

know which information exists, the administrative act that approved it and the office that 

issued it. 

The information is usually delivered in print for public dissemination or if you request 

it in digital it is delivered in a format that does not allow copying and use of the text. 

• DIA Agua Segura San Juan de Amancaes. In the face of requests for access to 

information presented by citizens and congressmen, the authorities delivered a 

copy only of the odd pages of the file, thus violating the Law of Transparency and 

Access to Information, Law 27806, according to its Unique Text Ordered by 

Supreme Decree 043-2003-PCM and article 66 of Regulations of the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Law, Supreme Decree 019-2009-MINAM. 

 

On the other hand, the law mandates to notify each of the potentially affected parties, 

including the potential third parties which might be identified during the process (LPAG 

art 71 according to Supreme Decree 004-2019-JUS). This legal provision is never 

enforced.  

Respect for the right of access to public information is fulfilled on the edge of legality. 

The information that SENACE or MINEM provides to the population in workshops 

during the evaluation is about the procedure but not about the content of the EIA. The 

information that this population receives is that provided by the company, which is an 

interested party. If the resident of the area of influence does not have technical support, 

they will not be able to identify the issues that are relevant to protect their interests and 

rights. 

 

Observations and their removal 

The evaluations (EIS, EIA-sd and EIA-d) are not notified to all those potentially affected. 

On the other hand, those who submit observations must visit the competent authority 

frequently to find out when the proponent has delivered and answered their observations 

and then submit a request for access to information to obtain a copy of these. 
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In the evaluation processes, the sector of the State that gives its opinion can only 

pronounce on the subject matter of its competence and not on the subjects associated with 

it. If you do, your opinion is considered impertinent. In addition, the opinion-maker can 

ask the company about a topic only once. In other words, cross-examination is not 

allowed. The delay in the opinion of the opinion-maker or the evaluating authority is 

considered a serious fault. 

 

Audit of the EIA 

Environmental management plans do not usually define responsibilities, functions, 

organization, structure, staff training, reporting system, means of verification and means 

that give citizens access to verification of compliance with the EMP. Thus, there are also 

problems with the parameters that are monitored and the number and spatial distribution 

of the monitoring stations. 

Auditors prepare technical reports on non-compliance and recommend initiating 

a sanctioning process, but they do not have feedback on the progress of those processes. 

The auditing of evaluations is affected by the fact that there is no permanent 

supervision on the field, only periodic visits are made. In remote areas, supervision has 

the difficulty of relying on transport provided by the operator. 

There are no adequate mechanisms for monitoring, reporting and verification of 

the commitments of the approved environmental assessment. 

 

Cut and paste 

Environmental impact assessments cut and paste paragraphs and sections from other 

assessments, even from other countries. 

In the EIA of Chinchero Airport, Peru’s General Comptroller General warned the 

inappropriate use of complete paragraphs and sentences of the "EIP heritage impact study 

for the site called the historic area of the city of Puerto de Valparaíso, Chile" related to 

the Terminal Cerros de Valparaíso, TCVAL projects and Puerto Barón, in the city of 

Valparaíso which is also a World Heritage Site. (Contraloría General de la República 2020, 

8) 

 

The weakening of the SEIA 

The environmental impact assessment system has also been weakened by other means: 
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1. The modification of the EIA (MEIA) can increase production and the project 

area. An erroneous interpretation of the principle of integrality made by SENACE 

and applied to the Coroccohuayco case generated this precedent. In the case of the 

Las Bambas mining project, the EIA has had 3 MEIAs. 

2. The supporting technical reports (ITS) were standardized for non-significant 

changes, with rapid processing without participation or technical opinions. The 

ITS can change any component of the operation and content of the EIA. In the 

case of the Las Bambas mining project, 6 ITS have been used in 3 years. An ITS 

allowed the transfer of the molybdenum and copper processing plant from the 

province of Espinar to the province of Cotabambas, even though this was a 

significant change in the Area of Ddirect Impact and renders the characterization 

of environmental factors and EIA mitigation measures useless. 

3. Furthermore, the system admits that an unauthorized act can be regularized as 

happened with the Las Bambas mining project. In this regard, it should be noted 

that in the third amendment to its EIA, the company asked MINEM to increase 

the number of trucks that transported the mineral, the order was not granted. Still, 

the company did so. OEFA sanctioned the breach. The company then began a 

regularization process that was approved by MINEM, revealing disarticulation 

and inconsistency in the environmental management system. 

 

Vain attempts to remedy deficiencies 

The recurrence of these problems has motivated, in the past, several institutional efforts 

to overcome the imperfections of the system. The World Bank in 2005 (The World Bank 

Peru 2005) made a review of the environmental management problems in the MINEM. 

The Bank wanted to provide the Government of Peru with technical information, analysis, 

and a decision-making framework that could help improve its ability to address the 

environmental and social impacts of mining operations. The main conclusions addressed 

environmental liabilities, governance of the sector, the management capacity of social 

issues, fiscal transparency, and income distribution. 

In 2011, UNOPS and MINEM signed a Specialized Technical Assistance 

Agreement for the Review of Environmental Studies of the Ministry of Energy and Mines 

of Peru (Aterea Project) to review 100 complex environmental studies. UNOPS was to 

produce technical recommendations and observations directed to the Ministry of Energy 

and Mines to assist in the ‘establishment of a standardized interdisciplinary and parallel 
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review system of EAs, which includes procedures, protocols, manuals, a fully 

computerized management module.’ The consultants made various observations for each 

of the components, identifying various findings such as, omitted environmental aspects; 

insufficient or outdated data; insufficient development of the topic addressed; 

conceptually wrong development of the topic addressed; among others. Four months later, 

when UNOPS was about to submit its 138 observations to the first EIA studied, Southern 

Peru's Tía María copper project, the Minister of Energy and Mines canceled the contract, 

citing budget problems. 

Recently, institutions such as OEFA contracted consultants to assess how to 

monitor compliance with commitments acquired along the process environmental 

certification. 

 

Conclusions 

The experience of the last three decades in environmental evaluation processes, mainly 

in extractive industries and infrastructure in Peru, show a deficient supervision in the 

process of defining TOR, evaluating them, and following-up environmental impact 

evaluations of various types. 

Experience suggests that some projects are given a green light before developing 

the EIA, such as the cases of Pluspetrol Playa Lobería, land and sea; Chinchero Airport, 

Agua Segura San Juan de Amancaes, which fosters the poor quality of the assessments. 

On the other hand, the lack of crucial information in the studies and the closed and tight 

defense of the entity that approved the assessment also suggests some sort of compromise 

with the approval of the assessment.  

The fact that sectoral entities refuse to accept the observations made by other 

sectors of the State (Ombudsman's Office, Comptroller's Office, ministries), civil society 

and even international organizations such as, the World Bank and the United Nations 

(UNOPS), on the deficiencies of SEIA very much explains and gives context to this 

process of deterioration of the significance of the environmental evaluation process.  

This deterioration of the quality of the environmental management system affects 

the environment and the population of a particular project, but more importantly it has a 

synergistic and retroactive effect that weakens confidence in democracy, in the usefulness 

of its procedures such as, environmental impact assessment, and ultimately on the rule of 

law.  
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To improve the legal and institutional aspects of environmental management, it is 

necessary to promote principles of environmental law and environmental management as 

tools which can work effectively; improve the implementation, monitoring, reporting and 

verification of environmental management, improve the regulation of social and cultural 

aspects; promote the same level of protection against environmental risks for all citizens 

and improve the channels of citizen participation in the administrative procedures of 

environmental management (Soria 2015). 

Overcoming these difficulties will require a sustained effort from multiple state 

actors, civil society, and international cooperation to set a reform agenda for the 

environmental management system. Although faulty environmental studies legitimize the 

negative environmental impact of development projects, precisely for this reason they are 

evidence, in the form of public documents, that contain relevant information on how to 

improve the environmental evaluation system. 

Scurrah (1995) suggests that building alliances has been a crucial element in 

advancing the reform agendas proposed by the environmental and indigenous movement 

in the 1990s. Environmental organizations play a fundamental role through their 

citizenship demands that contribute to advancing the cause of the environmental 

movement.  

Although this paper studies the Peruvian case, the experience of the authors in 

other countries suggest that there are similarities and coincidences that need to be studied 

in detail to help identify the mechanism that might provide the leap forward in the 

achievement of sound environmental management while contributing to sustainable 

development.  
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Abstract: 

 

Most landscapes are loaded with human labour, where the processes of occupation 

and use of the territory are printed. At the same time, along with the transformation of 

biophysical spaces is the construction of imagined landscapes. The imagined landscapes 

are those that envision a project, that looks towards the future; they are also those that are 

kept in the memories (individual and collective), composing different ways of 

understanding and experiencing the environment. Landscapes transformed by the 

advancement of borders and the entry of new technologies also imply social changes and 

perceptions based on the desired future.  

The present work proposes to analyse two cases, one in Argentina and another in 

Brazil. These are structures related to the renovation of its buildings and ruins, reinventing 

their use, and which are currently related to socio-environmental memory. Both cases are 

also related to land use in the mid-XIX and early twentieth century, in which the entry of 

new technologies, such as the railway system, and agricultural exploration promoted the 

“modernization” of these spaces. In Argentina, the case of the ex-railway station of 

Veronica (Buenos Aires), a symbol of the advance of the agricultural frontier and 

expansion of the Argentine National State and the current museum of the city with the 

same name, will be analysed. In Brazil, the case of the ruins of São Joao Marcos will be 

commented on, an ancient icon city of coffee production, and which is currently the base 

of the São João Marcos Archaeological and Environmental Park (Rio de Janeiro). Finally, 

 
87  Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8731-5296
mailto:anamarcelaf@hotmail.com


202 
 

it will be seen that these two locations preserve their heritage as symbols of a “glorious” 

past while being used as devices for the preservation of their historical and environmental 

memory. 

 

Keywords 

Landscapes – Nature – Environmental History – Heritage – Memory – South America – 

Argentina – Brazil  

 

 

Introduction 

The idea of nature has been transformed along with societies. From a resource to be 

exploited through cultivation to the understanding of a threatening place (medieval forests 

or deserts, for example), the word nature has taken on different meanings (Williams 2011). 

In today's globalised world, the ideas about the environment are expressive in that they 

refer to the natural universe. “The conception of environment is a constituent ideology of 

contemporary socio-spatial organisation” (Luchiari 2001, 20).  

The contemporary Western notion of “nature under threat” has dominated many 

discourses, scientific or otherwise. From threatening to threatened, this notion of nature 

has been transformed into a “fragile” environment and a victim of humans. In this sense 

of fragility, affectivities towards wildlife have been generated, stimulating preservation 

by governmental and private organisations, as well as by individuals and small 

community groups.  It is perceived that such affectivity has been accompanied by a 

growing interest in the attributes that nature has to offer. Knowledge of the functioning 

and conservation of ecosystems has gained importance in recent years in marginalised 

communities where there are preserved areas. On a mutual-aid basis, such populations 

have found livelihood options, while recognising the need to preserve the organic 

universe where they live.  

Thereby, this paper presents two cases, one in Argentina and another one in Brazil. 

They are relatively small communities, distant from big cities, and both have protected 

areas in threatened ecoregions with a history of intensive agricultural exploitation. Both 

cases are also related to land use in the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth century, the 

entry of new technologies, such as the railway system, and agricultural exploration 

promoted the “modernisation” of these spaces. In Argentina, the case of the former 

railway station in the city of Veronica (Buenos Aires province) is analysed. This station 

symbolises the advance of the agricultural frontier and expansion of the Argentine 

National State, and it is currently the city’s museum. In Brazil, the case of the ruins of 
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São João Marcos is discussed. This is an ancient icon city, which was devoted to coffee 

production and is currently the site of São João Marcos Archaeological and 

Environmental Park (Rio de Janeiro). 

Verónica and São João Marcos88 were two agricultural frontiers that developed 

from the use of their land. Today, these localities seek to rescue their memory by valuing 

their history and environment. Their socio-environmental memory is reflected in the 

renovation of the buildings and ruins and the reinvention of their use.  

 

About landscapes  

By understanding that most landscapes are loaded with human labour, we may “read” the 

environment we observe as an agglomerate of superimposed layers, where the processes 

of occupation and use of the territory are imprinted. They are domesticated landscapes, 

as Clement suggests: 

 

Landscape domestication is a process in which human intervention in the 

landscape and manipulation of landscape components result in changes in 

landscape ecology and in the demographics of its plant and animal populations, 

resulting in a landscape more productive and cogenial for humans. (Clement 2014, 

4389) 

 

The transformation of the environment for the usufruct of human activities thus 

leaves marks on the landscape, where the history of societies is imprinted on the spaces 

lived in or close to it. In this sense, considering some places as domesticated landscapes 

opens up a horizon of understanding of the environment, as it is a product of the 

interactions between humans and non-humans (Herrera 2020). Understood as a spatio-

temporal manifestation resulting from the mutual relationship between natural and social 

systems, landscape is like a historical document (Crumley 1994). In this sense, landscape 

is thought of as a process in continuous transformation rather than as a static spatial cut-

out (França 2019). In the same way, it is loaded with social, political, economic, cultural 

and affective meanings, making certain elements more symbolic in a society. 

 

“Landscapes” are the symbolic environments created by human acts of conferring 

meaning to nature and the environment, of giving the environment definition and form 

from a particular angle of vision and through a special filter of values and beliefs. Every 

landscape is a symbolic environment. (Greider and Garkovich 1994, 01) 

 

 
88 Today it is part of the municipality of Rio Claro, Rio de Janeiro. 
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In this way, the transformation of place is associated with a socio-economic, cultural and 

environmental projection. 

 

Case #1: Veronica, Punta Indio, Argentina 

Verónica is the main city in the district of Punta Indio, located in Buenos Aires Province, 

Argentina. It is in the Pampas biome, close to the great Rio de La Plata river. The Pampas 

biome comprises an extensive plain of 398,966 km², located in the five agricultural 

provinces of Argentina. According to the granulometry, humidity regime and/or relief of 

the soils, the biome is divided into subregions. The so-called humid Pampas is 

characterised by the presence of wetlands. Due to the size of the biome, it constitutes the 

most critical grassland ecosystem in Argentina. 

The foundation of Verónica is linked to the subdivision of the lands of rancher 

Martín Tornquist at the beginning of the twentieth century. Tornquist intended to create a 

colony with an agricultural economic base. This region had been an area for cattle raising 

and grain production since colonial times. In 1914, the rancher brought the railway to his 

land in order to develop and urbanise it. The city of Verónica emerged from the train 

station of the same name. The arrival of the railway network was fundamental for the 

formation of this town because it guaranteed the shipments of products to Buenos Aires 

and La Plata ports. The railway was built by the British company Ferrocaril del Sud 

(Buenos Aires Great Southern Railway), hired by Torquinst.  

The arrival of the train in the region represented the advance of modernity and the 

occupation of the territory by the Argentine National State from the mid-nineteenth 

century. Modernity could be translated as the expansion of the agro-export model in 

Buenos Aires province (Barsky 1991) and the consequent commodification of land. This 

accelerated occupation entailed profound environmental changes, such as the introduction 

of new species of flora and fauna, European immigration and the urbanisation of the space. 

These changes are depicted in the following photographs belonging to the Historical 

Museum of Punta Indio “Eduardo Barés”. These photographs (figs. 1 and 2) show the 

station and the process of modernisation of the landscape. 
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1 Former Verónica train station. No author. C. 1960, n. 

42825729_288755961849719_3731471825897521152_n (1) 
© Museo Histórico de Punta Indio “Eduardo Barés”. 

 

 

 

2 Aerial view of Verónica. No author. C. 1960, n. 

43051439_686986408338314_5606640150600744960_n (1). 

© Museo Histórico de Punta Indio “Eduardo Barés”. 

 

 

The railway line was closed in 1977. The city of Verónica currently has about 

6,000 inhabitants, and livestock is the main economic activity in the area. From the 

original ecosystems, there remains a remarkable natural reserve located between the 

associated coastlines and the strips of “talar” (an arboreal species of the region) parallel 

to the coast. It is called Parque Costero del Sur, Biosphere Reserve – UNESCO. 
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The station, built in Tudor style, is now a historical museum called Museo 

Histórico de Punta Indio “Eduardo Barés”. This museum preserves the memory of the 

region through photographs, objects and documents. At the same time, the museum 

building, from which the city emerged and developed, keeps the memory of the railway 

alive. Currently, several educational and cultural activities are carried out in the museum 

or in partnership with it. Through the knowledge of the local history, children and young 

people build their identity and awareness of their historical and cultural heritage. Likewise, 

the museum collaborates with Parque Costero del Sur, in various environmental activities, 

through which the knowledge of the natural universe is linked to local histories, thus 

strengthening the identity of the community. 

 

 

3 Former railway station, current museum building. Author: Mario Casadei. Undated, n. 

42977587_474091973102064_8314763613667590144_n (1). 

© Museo Histórico de Punta Indio “Eduardo Barés”. 

 

Case #2: Parque Arqueológico e Ambiental de São João Marcos, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

(São João Marcos Archaeological and Environmental Park) 

São João Marcos was formerly a town located in the State of Rio de Janeiro. This town 

grew considerably in the mid-nineteenth century due to the production of coffee (Coffea 

arabica). At that time, deforestation of the Atlantic Forest (especially dense ombrophilous 

forest) was commonplace for the cultivation of coffee because of the quality of the soil. 

The Atlantic Forest covers the Brazilian coastline from Rio Grande do Norte to Rio 

Grande do Sul, encompassing areas of seventeen states, including Rio de Janeiro. 

Currently, 72% of the Brazilian population lives in the Atlantic Forest, made up of 
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ecosystems such as dense ombrophilous forest, araucaria forest, restinga and mangroves, 

among others89. Most of these ecosystems are severely degraded or almost extinct. 

The city of São João Marcos had about 18,000 inhabitants and was one of the 

largest coffee producers in the region. Around the beginning of the twentieth century, the 

city suffered a sharp decline in coffee production, which significantly affected the city. In 

1939, São João Marcos was listed as heritage by the protection organism for the historical 

and artistic heritage of the time (SPHAN). However, the following year, it was unlisted 

by a decree of President Getúlio Vargas. The city was then vacated and demolished due 

to the predicted flooding of its urban perimeter. The flooding was caused by the 

construction of the Fontes Nova power plant, which is still in operation today90. However, 

the unoccupied city was not totally flooded. Its vestiges were used for cattle production 

for many years.  

 

 

4 “Captain Major’s house”, around 1930.  

Source: https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/o-parque-2. © Parque Arqueológico e Ambiental de São João 

Marcos. 

 

In 1990, the ruins of the historical centre of São João Marcos were declared a 

heritage site by Instituto Estadual do Patrimonio Cultural - INEPAC (State Institute for 

Cultural Heritage). The São João Marcos Archaeological and Environmental Park was 

created in 2008 for the historical and cultural restoration of these ruins. The Park is 

composed of the former urban perimeter, degraded grassland and forested areas. Currently, 

one of the main objectives of the Park is the reforestation of part of its area to recover the 

Atlantic Forest lost throughout the history of the region. The Imperial Road, bridges and 

 
89 https://www.sosma.org.br/conheca/mata-atlantica/. 
90 https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/o-parque-2.  

https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/o-parque-2
https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/o-parque-2
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walls made by black slaves are listed as places of interest that date back to colonial times. 

Some of the ruins of the so-called “coffee cycle” make up a heritage trail. 

This is how the Park defines itself on its Facebook page: “The São João Marcos 

Archaeological and Environmental Park is an educational and cultural space in Rio Claro 

(Rio de Janeiro) that brings together history, culture, education, nature and memory 

rescue”91. Among the main objectives of the Park is to generate a space for education and 

appreciation of the traditions related to the history of the old city. Several activities are 

carried out, even in the context of the Covid 19 pandemic, such as online music and dance 

events, educational workshops, a virtual tour92 , lectures about the Park's culture and 

environment, among many others. 

 

 

5 Cultural activities are promoted in the ruins. “IV Spirituality and Environment Meeting”.  

Source: https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/galeria-201906-02.  

© Parque Arqueológico e Ambiental de São João Marcos.  

 

 

6 Main church ruins. Source: https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/arqueologia.  

© Parque Arqueológico e Ambiental de São João Marcos.  

 
91 https://www.facebook.com/ParqueSaoJoaoMarcos. 
92 https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/parque-interativo. 

https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/galeria-201906-02
https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/arqueologia
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7 Aerial view of the park, with deforested and recovered areas.  

Source: https://saojoaomarcos.com.br/meio-ambiente.  

© Parque Arqueológico e Ambiental de São João Marcos.  

 

 

Some final considerations 

The transformation of the landscapes in both cases makes visible the process of human 

occupation, especially from the end of the nineteenth century onwards. The strong 

alteration of the ecosystems in these places was caused by agricultural activities that left 

their mark on the land, forming the socio-environmental landscapes that we see today. 

This history is imprinted in the organic universe, as illustrated by the presence of exotic 

species, and in the material culture, such as the ruins or the urban formation.  

In both cases, we noted the appropriation of the material culture belonging to the 

cities’ past agricultural frontiers for the enhancement of the current collective memory. 

Through their heritage, these communities preserve their past while projecting a culturally 

and environmentally balanced future. Unlike the history of exploitation of natural 

resources without commitment to the ecological well-being of the community, both 

localities use nature as a socio-ecological resource to be preserved. In other words, the 

preservation of nature, understood as a landscape set, means taking care of the 

socioenvironmental memory. To value local landscapes is to give visibility to regional 

memory; it is also to rescue, strengthen and conserve them as cultural/natural heritage. 

The work of these people shows that community participation is essential for 

environmental preservation. 
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Thus, the current frontier is demarcated by the effort to recover threatened 

ecosystems and by the economic and cultural survival of these small communities, which 

experience the exodus of young people to big cities.  
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mailto:giulia.manera@univ-guyane.fr
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Introduction 

Since the early 2000s, Brazilian television and cinema started to show interest in female 

domestic workers. In the films Domésticas (2001), Que horas ela volta94 (2015) and the 

TV soap opera Cheias de Charme95 (2012), female domestic workers are given the role 

of protagonists and some of these roles can help to fill the literary gaps. In Brazilian prose, 

there are very few female servants who are not relegated to secondary characters. They 

are often nothing more than a silent presence on the page and many times the object of 

the male character’s desire. However, there are significant exceptions, especially in the 

works of women writers, who give relevance to the female domestic worker, such as Júlia 

Lopes de Almeida in Livro das Noivas (1896), Lúcia Benedetti in her socially oriented 

novel Entrada de Serviço (1942) and Conceição Evaristo in Becos da mémoria (2008). 

These works are a particularly important corpus in the study of the representation of maids 

as they focus on gender and the segregation within the domestic space. Based on the 

considerations above, this study focuses on the contemporary context of two different 

languages which are often marginalized in literary studies: comic strips and, even more 

so, entries on social media which are often anonymous. It is difficult to put these texts 

and images into traditional critical categories but they are narrations which researchers 

cannot ignore, despite the difficulties of their irregular “literary status”. The anthology 

Eu, empregada doméstica. A senzala moderna é o quartinho da empregada edited by 

Preta-Rara (2019) and the comic strips Confinada published by Leandro Assis and 

Triscila Oliveira on Instagram are the corpus used for analizing the description of 

domestic space and segregation in contemporary Brazil, through the figure of the female 

domestic worker. 

 

Beyond statistical data 

Brazil is currently considered to be the country with the largest number of domestic 

workers96, or rather, female domestic workers. Statistics show that 96.6% of jobs are held 

 
94 The film was directed by Anna Muylaert and was distributed abroad with the title “The Second Mother” 

(“Une seconde mère” in French-speaking countries). 
95 Cheias de Charme was broadcast on the Rede Globo channel. 
96 The Brazilian primate should be qualified because of the informal nature of domestic work in many 

countries around the world. However, it is important to remember the very large number of workers in this 

sector, that is to say, 3 employees per 100 inhabitants. This information is taken from the Instituto de 

Pesquisa Econômica Aplicada (Ipea) and the UN Women study (between 1995-2005). For a summary of 

the data see the article “O que faz o Brasil ter a maior população de domésticas do mundo” published on 

the BBC website and available at https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-43120953 (accessed June 5, 

2019). 

https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-43120953
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by women in this category, and outline the profile of the “typical” female servants: poorly 

educated women who are mostly single Afro-Brazilian mothers over 40 years old97. Data 

also shows that, despite several initiatives to reduce the gaps in legal regulations98, the 

number of female workers without a regular contract and social security – diaristas and 

mensalistas – is steadily increasing. What the data fail to point out is the everyday life of 

this group of women who “clean the world” (Vergès 2019, 8), a silent army of women 

who are underrepresented but full of symbolic value. 

On the 12th of February 2020, the economy minister of the Bolsonaro government, 

Paulo Guedes, used an eloquent example to explain how a strong national currency is 

detrimental for Brazilian markets.  When the real (Brazilian currency) is high, he affirms 

“Everyone’s going to Disneyland. Domestic workers are going to Disneyland, at a damn 

party”99. And he finishes by directly addressing the maids: “Go spend your time in the 

northeast, it’s full of beautiful beaches”100. 

The analysis of how domestic workers and their living and working space are 

represented can reveal the power relationships and the material and symbolic hierarchies 

of current Brazilian society. It can also show how race, class and gender categories 

intersect and create different forms of segregation. If the family home is an inviolable and 

private space, literary representations have the ability to throw open the door, denouncing 

the survival of values and norms inherited from the country's slave past. With their 

symbolic burden, the spaces in which domestic workers are relegated can in fact trace an 

“insider’s geography” (Staszack 2001, 339) which demonstrates what these women have 

to endure on a daily basis. The entrance hall, the lift and the service room are the places 

where they live and work, but they are also a powerful metaphor of their lives. These are 

places that are still of marginal interest for the social sciences and geographers – as 

Staszack pointed out –, and which literature and art therefore have a duty to expose. 

 

 

 

 
97 According to data collected in the metropolitan region of São Paulo in 2018 by the DIEESE, Inter-Union 

Department of Statistics and Socio-economic Studies Trabalhadoras domésticas na Região Metropolitana 

de São Paulo, 2018 data (https://www.dieese.org.br/analiseped/2019/2019empreDomSAO.html). 
98 We refer in particular to the controversial PEC das Domésticas of 2012 and the ratification of the ILO 

International Domestic Workers Convention in 2018. 
99 “Todo mundo indo para Disney, empregada doméstica indo para Disney, numa festa danada. […]”. 
100 “Vai passear ali no Nordeste, está cheio de praias bonitas”. The conference video is available online 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLGlc4cVP8Q). 

https://www.dieese.org.br/analiseped/2019/2019empreDomSAO.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLGlc4cVP8Q
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The maid's room, a modern senzala 

In 2016, a few months before the #meetoo phenomenon exploded, the hashtag 

euempregadadoméstica went viral in Brazil, creating a platform for domestic workers, 

who used it en masse to speak of their experiences. 

Joyce Fernandes, known as Preta-Rara – a former domestic worker turned history 

teacher, rapper, poet and feminist activist –, was behind the initiative which managed to 

open a debate on domestic workers’ conditions and their invisibility in public perception. 

In 2019, a selection of Facebook posts, Eu empregada doméstica, was published in a 

volume by Preta-Rara, who signs the introduction and adds the subtitle A senzala 

moderna é o quartinho da empregada.  The book met not only the desire to “give a voice 

to those who have none” (Preta-Rara in Barrucho)101 but it was imagined to be a difficult 

read as well: “I believe that making people feel uncomfortable is the only way to change 

things”, said Preta-Rara (Preta-Rara in Londoño, 2021).  The uniformity of the texts in 

the anthology, all anonymous, surprise and disturb the reader. It’s about different women 

who are all telling the same story, a story of segregation and abuse that highlights a reality 

where tradition and habits still govern the patroa/empregada relationship, as it was in the 

past. And when only rarely does a voice praise the kindness and affection of the employers 

who actually treat the maid as a member of the family, the ambiguity and emotional 

blackmail underlying this familiarity raises just as many questions on the exceptional 

nature of the status of domestic workers.  

The testimonies of Eu, empregada doméstica show the precise and undisputed 

geography of contemporary Brazil by pointing out the borders that define private space 

with its rigid segregation: the staff’s entrance and lift, the “service areas” where the 

laundry and quartinho are located, often with no windows. To access the “noble” rooms 

of the house, in order to clean or serve meals, it is necessary to pass through a door of the 

kitchen or through the courtyard. This is a geography that is neither negotiable nor fluid, 

whose borders extend to the refrigerator - where the maid's and the master's food coexist 

- and to the kitchen cupboards, where even the plates and cutlery are separated. These 

rules are unwritten but common knowledge and are even more powerful considering that 

many domestic workers reside in their workplace in close contact with their masters. 

 
101 “Meu objetivo é provocar e dar voz a quem não tem voz”. 
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Just like the domestic space is divided, the question of food shows the segregation 

to an even larger extent. Meals which are put together with the leftovers of the bosses and 

that the maids consume standing in a corner of the kitchen, prohibited from tasting 

“expensive” or “imported” foods: “For breakfast, the landlady always gave her hot water 

with sugar and dry bread”102 (Preta-Rara 2019, 50) and  “[…] she could only eat after the 

bosses and would only be given leftovers including what the children had already chewed 

and spat out”103 (Preta-Rara 2019, 54). These examples are randomly chosen from the 

many testimonies of these women who, even though they cook for the whole family, are 

often not allowed to eat their fill or to eat with dignity. 

Although the texts published in the book have been written before the beginning 

of the Covid pandemic, the Facebook page Eu, empregada doméstica and the eponymous 

Instagram profile continue to denounce a situation which is aggravated by the pandemic 

and the lockdown and has caused 1.5 million domestic workers to lose their jobs104. 

 

Confinada 

The comic series Confinada was launched on the Instagram profile of the illustrator and 

screenwriter Leandro Assis – leandro_assis_ilustra – in April 2020 and written in 

collaboration with Triscila Oliveira. It describes the vicissitudes of the carioca digital 

influencer Françoise Santos Clement, Fran, and her maid Ju, at the start of the pandemic. 

Thanks to a mise en abyme 2.0 process, the reader accompanies the comic strips and can 

follow the personal Instagram profiles of the protagonists – franclementeoficial and 

soujuh_95. Fran is from a rich family – she’s thin, obviously white, as she defines herself, 

while Ju is an Afro-Brazilian domestic worker who inhabits one of the many favelas in 

the urban region of Rio de Janeiro and lives at her mistress' house during the week.   

The series tackles complex issues such as politics, racism and sexism with a 

polemical and ironic tone. It mercilessly photographs a country in deep crisis, between 

the pandemic and Bolsonaro. There are many readings and interpretations of this “graphic 

literature” to use Groensteen's definition (Groensteen 2005, 3), but the aspect on which 

 
102 “A patroa sempre lhe servia de café da manhã água quente com açúcar e pão seco [...]”. 
103 “[...] só podia comer depois que os patrões comiam e no prato dela só iam os restos de comida, incluindo 

o que as crianças mastigavam e cuspiam”. 
104 Only 28% of female domestic workers have a regular employment contract and social security and were 

able to benefit from the provisional contract suspension measure issued by the government. Therefore there 

have been many cases of dismissal. IBGE data analysed in article by the editors of the Culture section of 

the UOL platform. Article available online at https://cultura.uol.com.br/noticias/18239_pandemia-

profissionais-do-trabalho-domestico-enfrentam-desemprego-e-exposicao-a-covid-19.html (accessed June 

6, 2021). 

https://cultura.uol.com.br/noticias/18239_pandemia-profissionais-do-trabalho-domestico-enfrentam-desemprego-e-exposicao-a-covid-19.html
https://cultura.uol.com.br/noticias/18239_pandemia-profissionais-do-trabalho-domestico-enfrentam-desemprego-e-exposicao-a-covid-19.html
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our article focuses is on the representation of domestic and urban space that the series 

conveys. 

In the episode “Herança”, during a telephone conversation, Fran defends herself 

from criticism from those accusing her of being privileged, claiming that she is not to 

blame for being born rich. Meanwhile, Ju is talking on the phone with her discouraged 

colleague Dinah, who describes domestic work as a destiny inherited from her mother, 

the only possibility of employment for a peripheral and poorly educated black woman 

like her. As the comic strips “flow by”, and Fran speaks, the image moves from the 

domestic interior to the exterior, initially showing the building where the protagonist's 

penthouse is located, then the plan of the neighbourhood, and finally moving into the 

favela, always with an overhead view. While the two maids are arguing, we see Dinah 

who, from the window of her small flat in Rocinha, observes Fran's luxurious palace that 

stands out on the horizon, against the sea105 . The use of satellite view and external-

internal-external movement effectively introduces the geographical dimension into the 

narrative. If the distance separating the flat of the mistress and that of the maid is relatively 

short, the social and economic gap is immeasurable. Daily, domestic workers pass through 

two impermeable and opposite worlds and spaces, which represent the alpha and omega 

of the aesthetic and moral values which make up contemporary Brazilian society. A 

separation/opposition that is identical and even more paradoxical, in the reduced scale of 

the domestic space. When the maids live with the bosses during the week, the separation 

between the social classes, of “us” and “them” – usually guaranteed by the physical 

distance between the periphery/favela and the neighborhoods of the elite – vanishes. 

Therefore, a series of devices and norms intervene to organize potentially dangerous 

promiscuity, re-establishing hierarchies. 

In the episode entitled “O apartamento da madame”, the organisation of the house 

and city space is again shown through a “plan view”. When Dinah compares her own 

home with that of the ex-mistress, she says that maids live a life of confinement, between 

the 30sqm flat in the Laboriaux district of Rocinha and the quartinho in the mistress' 

house106.  

The exceptional nature of the pandemic allows a brief reversal of roles: Ju 'invites' 

her Covid-positive mistress to stay in her room so that she does not contaminate her. Ju 

takes advantage of the abnormal situation and appropriates spaces that are normally 

 
105 Episode n. 15, 10.07.2020 (https://www.instagram.com/p/CCevU-gJSlx). 
106 Episode n. 30, 29.10.2020 (https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/17861568092241683/?hl=fr). 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CCevU-gJSlx
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closed off to her: most likely for the first time, she sits on the sofa, sunbathes on the 

terrace, swims in the pool and eats the precious Haagen Dazs ice-cream. A transgression 

that will lead to her resignation, since without her knowing it, she is monitored by 

surveillance cameras. In the series’ finale, the story detaching itself from a realistic and 

denouncing narrative, shows Ju's revenge, who has in turn become a digital influencer. 

 

Conclusions 

Both the testimonies collected by Preta-Rara in Eu, empregada doméstica, and the 

Confinada cartoons suggest multiple perspectives of analysis and raise various questions, 

starting with the definition of these narratives within the literary field. A position that 

seems to be characterized by a multidimensional marginality: like the narratives’ subject, 

by gender and social position, marginal or paraliterary must be also considered “literary 

genre”. Although this categorisation relies on different assumptions in the case of the 

Confinada comics and the anonymous testimonies of Eu, empregada doméstica107. The 

digital support, which is free, at least initially108 , of the two titles analysed, helps to 

problematize the position in the literary sphere as well as the target audience, which is 

also virtual. 

Confinada and Eu, empregada doméstica mainly show that the domestic space is 

not only feminine, inhabited and organised by masters and maids, but it is above all “a 

producer of femininity”, as Kofes points out (Kofes 2001, 26) and it is where gender 

identities are constructed. 

Within the home, women and female protagonists’ stories take place, where men 

are extras according to the female/private - male/public social bi-categorisation. These 

stories show that gender solidarity is subordinated to class and racial barriers and that 

domestic work is still regulated by tradition and habits more than by the law. In fact, 

domestic workers have been represented as a negative exception of rights’ for a long time 

but the law is reluctant to intervene. In the domestic space, the sihazinhas’ descendants 

learn to command, humiliate, and segregate, young black and peripheral women who 

experience domestic work as an inescapable fatality and know how to make themselves 

 
107 In Principes des littératures dessinées Morgan rejects the category of paraliterature in the definition of 

comics. He states that, if 'drawn literature' were one day accepted as literature, they would still figure on 

the margins of the system and would be studied by specialists of minority studies (Morgan 2003, 20). 
108 The volume by Preta-Rara was published three years after the creation of the Facebook page. As for 

Confinada, on their Instagram profiles, the authors have repeatedly hinted that the publication of the series 

was planned. 
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invisible and silent when they leave their quartinho. They can be considered 

contemporary and individual versions of the senzala.  Invisible and silent women until 

their voices and faces burst onto the page, onto screens, going viral, denouncing the 

backwardness and persistence of archaic practices and demanding change. 
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Abstract: 

 

In this paper, I explore how borders can extend their reach deep into distant 

territories, completely restructuring and mangling geographies in their wake even if they 

act spectrally, nowhere to be seen or experienced directly. With this objective in mind, I 

read “Antigona González”, a poem written by Sara Uribe on the aftermath of the San 

Fernando Massacres of 2010 and 2011, when hundreds of migrants were summarily 

murdered by Los Zetas; set in Tampico, in the so-called Mexican border state of 

Tamaulipas, “Antígona González” focuses its narrative on the trauma of becoming the 

subject of border violence from afar. How is it possible that this massive state, is a 

borderland? Most European capitals and major cities are closer to a border than Tampico; 

and yet, these cities have never been defined as border towns or borderlands. These 

contrasts serve to highlight the immense geographical pull that the border can have, such 

that it can extend deeply through space into countries and communities, violently 

reorienting geographies. I also mention these distances to justify the relevance of Uribe’s 

text towards thinking of borders: in addition to their centrality in defining and exercising 

sovereign power, borders can exercise an immense fallout on the surrounding regions, 

making it imperative for us to grapple with how borders overreach even without directly 

making themselves visible. 

 

 

 
109 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:alessandro_moghrabi@brown.edu
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The numbers tell horror stories. […] Deaths and disappearances: though it’s impossible 

to establish an actual number, some sources estimate that, since 2006, around 120,000 

migrants have disappeared in their transit through Mexico. Beyond the terrifying but 

abstract statistics, many horror stories have recently tattooed themselves in the collective 

social conscience in Mexico. One specific story, though, became a turning point. On 

August 24, 2010, the bodies of seventy two Central and South American Migrants were 

found, piled up in a mass grave, at a ranch in San Fernando, Tamaulipas. Some had been 

tortured, and all had been shot in the back of the head. Three migrants in the group had 

faked their deaths and, though wounded, survived. They lived to tell the complete story: 

members of the drug cartel Los Zetas had perpetrated the mass murder after the migrants 

had refused to work for them and did not have the means to pay a ransom. 

 

Luiselli 2017, 25-26. 

 

The numbers tell horror stories. But what happens when there are no numbers, no bodies, 

no stories? The gravity of such questions might be what prompts Sara Uribe to begin her 

poem Antígona González (2016) with a title page that spells “INSTRUCCIONES PARA 

CONTAR MUERTOS | INSTRUCTIONS FOR COUNTING THE DEAD” (Uribe, 4-5); 

the word contar doubly signifies “to count” and “to tell” a story, such that, if one wanted 

to hint towards the double meaning, the title could potentially be translated as 

“instructions for recounting the dead”. The death toll marks the possibility to tell the 

dead’s story: without a body to count, that is without having found the bodies, the event 

of a loved one’s death is not tellable. Uribe’s poem tells the story of Sandra Muñoz (and 

many other women whose names punctuate the poem) who demands for the body of her 

dead brother to be found and brought to her, so that she may bury him and grieve. The 

story of Uribe, Muñoz, and the multitude of people this poem wants to give voice to110 is 

closely tied with the horror that Luiselli reports: one of the principal narrators, Sandra 

Muñoz, is also from Tamaulipas, the northern Mexico region bordering with Texas where 

the San Fernando massacre occurred. However, her desires situate themselves differently 

with respect to the migrants’ deaths and the border zone if compared to Luiselli’s text: the 

 
110  Towards its end, the poem states: “Soy Sandra Muñoz, pero también soy Sara Uribe y quieremos 

nombrar las voces de las historias que ocurren aquí | I am Sandra Muñoz, but I am also Sara Uribe and we 

want to name the voices behind the stories that take place here” (Uribe, 166-167). 



222 
 

latter is concerned with telling a story about crossing borders, while the former speaks to 

life and community within the periphery of the border, life exposed to the fallout from 

the borderland. The two authors are confronting the same place of death and violence, in 

a geographical and temporal proximity even closer than the same country or the same 

border or the same region, meeting in the same city for the same event – the 2010 San 

Fernando massacre. Later on in Uribe’s poem, the narrator is called to search for her 

brother’s body amidst the ones found in San Fernando: she says “I came to San Fernando 

to search for my brother // I came to San Fernando to search for my father // I came to 

San Fernando to search for my husband // I came to San Fernando to search for my son // 

I came with the others for the bodies of my people” (Uribe, 103), such that the poetic 

voice temporarily dissociates itself from that of Sandra Muñoz, who is looking for her 

brother Tadeo, speaking instead for the larger community of those whose loved ones have 

disappeared. Uribe’s poem comes to San Fernando to search for the sign that a grievable 

event has occurred, to look for the body that marks an event over which one can grieve –

“they say without a body there’s no crime. I tell them without a body there’s no refuge, 

no peace possible for my heart // For anyone” (Uribe, 29), the poetic voice says. On the 

other hand, Luiselli has already found and counted the bodies, and as such is dealing with 

the aftermath of a tangible event and with how it fits within the wider narrative of border 

crossings. The difference between the two authors is made starker if one compares the 

passage cited in the beginning to the narrator’s self introduction in Antígona González: “I 

am Sandra Muñoz, I live in Tampico, Tamaulipas and I want to know where the missing 

bodies are. For all those lost to appear // I want rest for those who are searching and for 

those who have not been found” (Uribe, 8-9), the poem reports. Luiselli is dealing with 

reported stories, with an archived and dated body count that invokes horror, while Uribe’s 

poem speaks to the agony of ungrievable loss that comes with a complete dispossession 

from the event of a beloved’s death. The poetic voice says “los cuerpos que faltan”, which 

can also be translated more literally as “the bodies that are needed”, where “faltan” doubly 

signifies “missing” and “needed”, thus communicating the urgent necessity for a 

grievable event to materialize itself. Uribe’s poem wants to speak about how the lives of 

the communities living near border zones have been maimed by virtue of their relation to 

it. Through this brief comparison with Luiselli, I wanted to underscore the particular 

experience of living in the wake of the U.S.-Mexico border that Uribe describes: the 

border is far reaching here, to the point that its influence can maim communities distant 

from it. This essay thus wants to explore the thickening of the border, how it manifests 
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wounds in its periphery, such that the border can also be understood as an institution that 

puts entire geographies in its wake, actively creating borderlands. I want to make a further 

claim: the condition of ungrievability that the poem confronts is brought forth by the 

borderland’s presence. 

 Uribe’s poem, however, does not approach the border in a straightforward manner: 

in fact, the U.S.-Mexico border is notably absent from the text, almost never being 

directly mentioned. Thus, whether or not Antígona González is related to the border at all 

is a preliminary issue that needs to be addressed. In Theory of the Border (2016), Thomas 

Nail focuses on borders as “material technologies of social division” (Nail, 18) and 

provides a useful framework for understanding the border’s manifestation in Antígona 

González because of the attention he brings to the movement of peoples through, towards, 

and away from borders. In coining the terms kinopolitics and kinopower, Nail wants to 

speak of the “border as a form of motion” (Nail, 21), claiming that “the history of the 

border is a history of vectors, trajectories, (re)directions, captures, and divisions, written 

exclusively from the perspective of the material technologies of social division” (Nail, 

21). Uribe’s work encounters Nail’s border theory obliquely: on one hand, in the few 

instances where the border is indirectly alluded to, it is indeed with a lexicon of movement, 

travel, and migration. For example, once the poetic voice has retrieved the dead body in 

San Fernando and is responding to administrative questions about the cadaver, one of the 

answers reads “they came to work every year for a month and a half. Then they’d go back 

with a little money. We heard buses were being hijacked, but we didn’t know how 

dangerous it was” (Uribe, 151), while another states “In the photo he’s wearing a cowboy 

hat and he’s standing up, smiling in the sorghum he farmed for decades... He just went to 

work and disappeared” (Uribe, 155). In the poem, the border makes itself felt in relation 

to the interrupted movement of the disappeared individuals: the border structures and 

compels a routine flow (the “just”, “Sólo” (Uribe, 154) of the previous quote suggests this 

normalcy) that is interrupted with a disappearance. On the other hand, Uribe definitely 

does not write “exclusively from the perspective of the material technologies of social 

division [i.e. the border]”, to quote Nail again. Quite the opposite: Uribe’s poetic voice 

speaks from and to a space where the presence of the border is ghostly, such that it makes 

itself felt through the disappearances of people, through the voids it rips into the lives of 

those the poem speaks for. The contrast between the distant foreignness of the border and 

the violence with which it erupts into the communities affected by the borderland’s 

violence is communicated by how, simultaneously, the border is absent in name in the 
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poem but its effects are constantly mentioned, such that we are always in the shadow of 

the border.  

This is why I claim that Uribe’s work encounters Nail’s reflections obliquely: both 

are concerned with borders as organizing flows of peoples, but Uribe is writing from the 

perspective of a borderland that is paradoxically distant but brought painfully close to the 

border due to its far reaching effects. In fact, the poetic voice struggles to make sense of 

her brother’s disappearance – of their people’s disappearances – throughout the poem also 

because such a massive loss is caused by an apparently routine movement that occupied 

a habitual place in the life of the community. In the passages from Antígona González that 

were just quoted, Sandra Muñoz remarks that “they”, her brother Tadeo, and the other 

migrants found dead, would do this bus trip yearly to work but “a month and a half”, to 

the point that they were not truly aware of the danger despite hearing about bus hijackings. 

Tadeo had farmed, worked, and presumably done the same trip “for decades”. “He just 

went to work and disappeared”: the “and” in this sentence is deeply telling of how the 

border’s irruption in daily life is almost like a non sequitur, a statement that does not 

logically follow the previous one but, nonetheless, occurs and signifies. Uribe’s 

perspective on the border is oblique to Nail’s because it comes from this lived experience 

of the borderland rather than the border as a material technology. The border aggressively 

makes itself felt and makes incursions into communities tied to it by flows of people or 

goods, instituting borderlands by its irruption into and disruption of everyday life. 

Roughly a third of Uribe’s poem (Uribe, 40-97) is a section entitled “IS THIS ALL THAT 

REMAINS OF OUR PEOPLE?” (Uribe, 40-41), which recounts how memories of her 

brother and current everyday life have been drastically recast by his disappearance. The 

use of the adjective nuestros (“ours”) as a metonymic noun emphasizes both the lack of 

what remains in the wake of the mass disappearances, and the close identification between 

those who have disappeared and those who remain. The mangledness of the community 

in the wake of the disappearances is further emphasized by the use of the pronoun without 

clear referent “ESTO | THIS” to denote who or what remains. The border creates 

borderlands by putting entire geographical areas in the wake of the flow of people, goods, 

or violence that it routes through itself; Uribe’s poem works to give voice to the state of 

wake experienced by those in Mexican borderlands. However, before further exploring 

the ungrievability brought about by being in the wake of the mass disappearances, I feel 

compelled to speak of the force with which the border leaves geographies in its wake and 

reaches into its borderlands. This force may seem at odds with some of the literature on 
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borders given that borders and border technologies are often ineffective with regards to 

the purpose they are instituted for. Wendy Brown’s Walled States, Waning Sovereignty 

(2010) conducts a compelling analysis of contemporary border walls precisely to show 

that: 

[…] the new walls project an image of sovereign jurisdictional power and an aura of the 

bounded and secure nation that are at the same time undercut by their existence and also 

by their functional inefficacy. Notwithstanding their strikingly physicalist and obdurate 

dimensions, the new walls function often theatrically, projecting power and 

efficaciousness that they do not and cannot actually exercise and that they also 

performatively contradict. (Brown, 37) 

 

Moreover, the U.S.-Mexico wall and border are one of Brown’s main objects of focus 

throughout the book; however, I want to put pressure on a couple of select passages to 

nuance this narrative of ineffectiveness in light of Uribe’s poem. Brown remarks:  

 

[…] in 1994, the Clinton administration launched Operation Gatekeeper to supply 

additional fortification and enforcement resources to this part of the border [San Diego, 

California], the main effect of which was to reduce crossings and crime in the urban areas 

while driving immigration eastwards and bulking up the smuggling industry [for migrants 

and drugs]. Operation Hold the Line and Operation Safeguard, established at the major 

crossing points in Arizona and Texas (and extended into New Mexico) had similar effects. 

(Brown, 47, my emphasis) 

 

Brown leverages on these facts to comment on the ineffectiveness of wall-building, and 

while she is indeed correct within the scope of her analysis, she limits the meaning of 

“ineffectiveness” to the purported intended function of the wall from the U.S.’ point of 

view. Tamaulipas, where San Fernando is located, borders Texas as well as the eastern 

waters of Mexico, and thus is very much affected by the supposed ineffectiveness of these 

border reinforcement operations. Brown insists on these “side-effects” that in her view 

underscore the ineffectiveness of the border, stating that  

 

[…] these operations and the counterresponses by the Border Patrol in turn increase the 

general level and geographical reach of violence and criminality at the border, including 

in previously peaceful remote regions. Moreover, by shifting migration to more 

geographically challenging areas, the barrier has dramatically increased both migrant 

deaths and the rate of permanent, rather than temporary migration into the United States. 

(Brown, 50, my emphasis) 
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Uribe’s work, as well as Luiselli’s, speaks precisely about the extremely strong effects 

cause by the border’s “ineffectiveness”; I am here reading Brown’s argument (perhaps a 

bit unfairly) in order to concretely show and emphasize the border’s active role in 

establishing what I have been calling borderlands – the “previously peaceful remote 

regions” are utterly in the wake of spatial and technological rearrangements of the border, 

such that unintended side effects completely maim the communities that they reach, as 

we have seen in Uribe and Luiselli’s texts. In a sense, this essay wants to discuss issues 

of borders from the point of view of the propagation of borderlands in order to emphasize 

the feedback effects that a border can impose on foreign territory. 

The absence of and inability to retrieve a body mark the defining characteristic of 

Uribe’s borderlands. The violence and wounds that the borderlands inflict upon the 

affected communities are in fact involved in creating a certain ungrievability and inability 

to marks loss. Judith Butler, in Precarious Life, speaks to the importance of grieving over 

loss as a basis for community, asking the question “what makes for a grievable life?” 

(Butler 2004, 20). Within this context, Butler brings up ungreviable lives as part of an 

active effort of dehumanization and exclusion from a practice of nation-building:  

 

[…] the matter is not a simple one, for, if a life is not grievable, it is not quite a life; it 

does not qualify as a life and is not worth a note. It is already the unburied, if not the 

unburiable [...] it is not that a death is poorly marked, but that it is unmarkable. Such a 

death vanishes, not into explicit discourse, but in the ellipses by which public discourse 

proceeds. (Butler 2004, 34-35, my emphasis) 

 

The mention of burial is significant because Butler sees violence, especially that inflicted 

upon bodies, and vulnerability to violence as deeply tied to questions of grievability. Thus, 

what kind of foreclosure or prohibition on grieving is a missing or irretrievable dead body? 

Uribe states “I realized Tamaulipas was Thebes / and Creon this silence stifling everything” 

(Uribe, 105), pointing to the deeply political nature of the silence surrounding the mass 

disappearance of bodies; Butler echoes these thoughts, pointing out: 

 

[…] dehumanization emerges at the limits of discursive life, limits established through 

prohibition and foreclosure [...] Violence against those that are already not quite living, 

that is, living in a state of suspension between life and death, leaves a mark that is no 

mark. There will be no public act of grieving (said Creon in Antigone). (Butler 2004, 36) 
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Silence and foreclosed grief mark the border excluding the ungrievable bodies from a 

community—Uribe remarks that “the interpretation of Antigone is radically altered / in 

Latin America—Polynices is identified with the / marginalized and disappeared” (Uribe, 

23). In fact, over and over again, the poetic voice in Antígona González is confronted by 

the silence of Mexican authorities from disparate government offices. Thus, we must ask 

ourselves how the borderland and the silent disavowal from Mexican authorities intersect 

in this (quite literal) erasure of bodies. Butler insists that this denial of loss, this making 

of ungrievable lives, “none of this takes place on the order of the event. None of this takes 

place. In the silence of the newspaper, there was no event, no loss, and this failure of 

recognition is mandated through an identification with those who identify with the 

perpetrators of that violence” (Butler 2004, 36). Why does the borderland violently 

exclude the migrant from the sphere of public grievance, even in the migrant’s community 

of origin?  

It is in reference to this exclusion from public visibility that, as we have previously 

remarked, Uribe titles the first section of her poem “INSTRUCTIONS FOR COUNTING 

THE DEAD” (Uribe, 4-5): the telling and counting (contar) is denied in the first place 

and must be learned again under the stifling silence that covers Tadeo’s disappearence. 

The silence is all-pervasive, in the media and the streets and even the household: “this 

case wasn’t even on the news. It never merited a hearing” (Uribe, 21), the poetic voice 

asserts, and even the disappeared’s older brother and wife stay silent without reporting 

the disappearance to the authorities or the family out of fear – “They [Tadeo’s older 

brother and wife] didn’t want to tell me anything. They wanted to escape from the city. 

That’s why so many homes are abandoned, there are locks on the doors but inside there’s 

still furniture, because on their way out [“huida”, escape] the people who live there... Do 

you see the irony, Tadeo? They just want to vanish. And for the last eyes that saw you not 

to watch them” (Uribe, 15).  

The irony is that the disappearance of the loved one does not prompt a search, but 

further disappearance and silence. Instead of searching for a reckoning with those 

responsible for the disappearance of Tadeo, they seek to escape them; there is continuity 

between the disappearance of the migrant and that of the family, such that they must 

purposely avoid the gaze of those responsible for Tadeo’s fate. There is certainly blame 

in the poetic voice’s words, especially since the silence and denial of the dead’s family is 

a recurrent theme throughout the first section of Antígona González; however, the “irony” 

also points to the state of crisis that the family is subjected to. The family, who 
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undoubtedly loves Tadeo, has to keep quiet and flee for their lives instead of asking for 

justice and grieving their loss. Instead of affirming their kinship with the disappeared 

through grievance, they perform a sort of disavowal and abandonment of kinship, so much 

so that even the family home is abandoned by many (“That’s why so many family homes 

are abandoned”). The condition of ungrievability erodes the community, the family, and 

the structures of kinship themselves in the borderland. As such, excluding the migrant’s 

disappearance from the public view serves to occult this attack on kinship and community.  

Uribe includes a passage that juxtaposes this occultation with the knowledge of 

those touched by the disappearances: knowing that migrants are forced to join the cartels 

to act as disposable manpower, the poetic voice states  

 

[…] that’s why when I watch the news I don’t know what to believe or who to believe. 

When they brag about arresting or killing “armed civilians”, I’m not sure anymore if those 

men or those women [...] if they really are the criminals or just cannon fodder. Around 

here, Tadeo, we are less and less certain of anything. Day after day our certainties have 

slipped away from us. We’ve been unable to hold on […]. (Uribe, 47) 

 

This uncertainty, this slippage between criminal and victim, as well as the authorities’ 

bragging of their power are all deeply implicated with the ungrievability of the 

disappeared migrants and the consequent crisis of kinship and community. The migrants 

captured by the cartels must remain ungrievable for the authorities to be able to “brag” 

about the arrests or killings perpetrated in the drug war, even if the individuals captured 

or subdued are just innocent peons being used as “cannon fodder” by the cartels. Similarly, 

these migrants must remain ungrievable if the cartels are to keep enlisting them by force 

into their ranks; as the poetic voice remarks “people say that’s why they [the cartels] want 

them, right? To force them to join their ranks. To use them as shields” (Uribe, 47), and 

the cartels’ involvement manifests itself when, after reporting Tadeo’s disappearance at 

the public ministry, Sandra Muñoz “is approached by a man who pulls her by the arm and 

whispers in her ear: You all better stop fucking around. Keep doing this and you’ll fucking 

end up dead” (Uribe, 33). I am here trying to illustrate that the missing migrant is 

ungrievable not just because their body is unretrieved, but also because they are 

implicated in a complex socio-political economy of silence and disavowal pertaining to 

border flows—this very economy pertains to what I have been calling the borderland. The 

migrant has to, routinely or singularly, cross the border to assure their sustenance; they 

are kidnapped or killed by the cartels to be exploited in the drug war; the cartels impose 
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silence through intimidation and hide the bodies in mass graves; the disappeared families 

flee or stay silent for fear of retaliation; the government also remains silent with regards 

to the migrants in order to avoid avowing the fact that they are often killing civilians in 

their counter-cartel operations, which do not address the humanitarian crisis at the heart 

of these border voyages. The ungrievability of the disappeared migrant is as much a 

product of their missing body as of the socio-political economy established in the wake 

of the border.  

I am here mapping onto Uribe’s text the thoughts on mourning and public 

discourse proposed by Butler, as was discussed earlier: the migrant is made ungrievable 

because of a public discourse that emerges due to an exposure to the border. Butler claims 

about these ungrievable deaths that “such a death vanishes, not into explicit discourse, 

but in the ellipses by which public discourse proceeds” (Uribe, 35), where the ellipses are 

the omissions, silences, or unavowals around and through which public discourse 

structures itself – in the case of the U.S-Mexico border, the disappeared migrants are such 

ellipses. I am trying to draw connections between Butler’s ideas and a discourse on 

borders in order to precisely specify how a border can put entire geographies and 

communities in its wake, as well as to point out the significance of Uribe’s poem. 

Antígona González seeks to reestablish a grieving protocol for those who have 

disappeared by breaking the silence that surrounds them; the poem itself is an act of 

mourning that is significant and powerful precisely as a linguistic act. Once again, we 

must insist on the fact that the first section of this poem is entitled “INSTRUCTIONS 

FOR COUNTING [or recounting] THE DEAD” (Uribe, 5): not only are recounting and 

counting linguistic acts, but “instructions” are texts that operate with the goal of 

prescribing a course of action. Uribe’s poem tells how to grieve what has been made 

ungrievable as it performs the grieving itself. “Will you join me in taking up the body?” 

(Uribe, 171), the poem concludes, where “taking up” translates “levantar” (Uribe, 170), 

which can mean to lift up, to wake up, or to steal; the grieving performed by the poem is 

not for the purpose of achieving closure, but rather for regenerating or recuperating a 

sense of community. In doing so, it reestablishes a sense of kinship that was eroded, a 

kinship between the dead, the disappeared, the ones who stayed behind, and the people 

of Tamaulipas in general. That is why, interestingly, the only time the word border appears 

in Uribe’s poem is when the poetic voice speaks from “living in a suspension between 

life and death”, to re-quote Butler: in reflecting upon her own speech, the poetic voice 

asks: 
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How do we understand this strange place of being between life and death, of speaking 

precisely from that vacillating boundary? // : a woman living on the border [una habitante 

de le frontera] // : this strange place // : she is dead yet speaks // : she is one with no place 

who nevertheless seeks to claim one within speech // : Do you mean that she will continue 

here on her own, speaking aloud, dead, speaking at the top of her voice for all of us to 

hear? (Uribe, 35) 

 

To begin with, it is important to remark that the poetic voice identifies herself as a denizen 

of the border [“una habitante de la frontera”], even if Tampico, her town, is quite far from 

the border, about 500km; this speaks to the aggressive extension of the border that has 

been discussed in this paper and named the borderland. Moreover, this border from which 

she speaks is also identified as a “vacillating boundary”, “límite” (Uribe, 34) in Spanish, 

which is placed between life and death, referring both to the precarity of her life in the 

borderland of Tamaulipas as well as to her inability to mourn her missing and dead brother, 

who is not alive but also not quite dead. Her act of speech is identified as what allows her 

to claim a place in this strange boundary; moreover, her speech, loud and for the purpose 

of being heard by all, is meant to assemble such an “all” as its interlocutor, to assemble a 

community by establishing bonds of kinship in the borderland. The word translated as 

“claim” is “reclama”, which also means to complain or protest, to require, or to need: 

thus, her claim can be also understood as linguistically performing according to all these 

political registers. The poem Antígona González is a linguistic claim of community-

building and kinship-making in the borderland through the mourning of the ungrievable 

migrant. The mourning gives and enacts instructions on how to claim kinship where such 

relations have been eroded in the wake of the border. 

The figure of Antigone and her linguistic act enlisted by Uribe become especially 

salient if considered in regard to question of kinship: in Antigone’s Claim (2000), Butler 

conducts an insightful comparative analysis of Antigone’s interpretations, notably in 

Hegel and Lacan, in order to show how even though Antigone has been often enlisted to 

justify heteronormative models of kinship, the incestuous act at the core of her family 

structure puts into question traditional kinship roles, such as those of the mother, father, 

brother, and sister, allowing us to think to think obliquely to these frameworks. Within 

the context of Uribe’s work, I mean to claim that Antigone’s figure allows for a wider 

sense of kin and family to be established, such that the tragedy concerning Sandra Muñoz 

and Tadeo as well as many others becomes an occasion to mark a sense of kinship in both 

life and death, beyond closed family structures. Traditional family structures cannot 
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survive in Antígona González’s borderlands, the border actively dismantles them; 

Antigone’s highly deviant position with respect to kinship and her claim to such kinship 

represented by the burial of Polynices allow Uribe to work on a different basis for kinship 

that encompasses the entire community that is put in the wake of the border’s geography. 

Butler affirms that:  

 

Antigone represents kinship not in its ideal form but in its deformation and displacement, 

one that puts the reigning regimes of representation into crisis and raises the question of 

what the conditions of intelligibility could have been that would have made her life 

possible, indeed, what sustaining web of relations makes our lives possible, those of us 

who confound kinship in the rearticulation of its terms. (Butler 2000, 24, my emphasis) 

 

Antigone confounds kinship by being both sister and daughter to Oedipus, since he is 

both her father and her mother’s son, such that both Oedipus and Polynices are her 

brothers. Butler analyzes in depth the significance of this incestuous doubling of kin 

relations with respect to the difficulty, for Antigone, to stably locate an irreplaceable and 

singular sibling, such that “Antigone says ʻbrotherʼ but does she mean ʻfatherʼ? […] 

Considering how many are dead in her family, is it possible that mother and father and 

repudiated sister and other brother are condensed there at the site of the irreproducible 

brother?” (Butler 2000, 67, my emphasis). I would like to argue that Antígona González 

purposely works through this condensation of kin relations in the figure of Tadeo, the 

disappeared brother, to build a new order of kinship in the borderland face to eroding kin 

relations. Uribe makes the figure of the missing unburied brother as well as that of the 

mourning sister thick with kin relations of all kind precisely to articulate the kin relations 

upon which a public community in the borderland can take place. 

This is also why, as was already cited, the poetic voice in Antígona González states 

“I came to San Fernando to search for my brother // I came to San Fernando to search for 

my father // I came to San Fernando to search for my husband // I came to San Fernando 

to search for my son // I came with the others for the bodies of my people” (Uribe, 103): 

the brother Tadeo is now also father, son, and husband, and the “I” could be anyone in 

Tamaulipas or beyond who has lost a beloved to border crossings. In light of these 

considerations, the passages where the poetic voice speaks of her brother’s family giving 

up on mourning, fleeing the city, and not even reporting Tadeo’s disappearance to the 

authorities take on more significance in addition to that already discussed earlier in this 

essay. The first section of Antígona González, the “instructions”, repeatedly narrates of 
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the poetic voice coming against a loosely identified “they”, a plural pronoun that often 

identifies those who refuse to tell or acknowledge Tadeo’s disappearance—specifically, 

Tadeo and the poetic voice’s family. Of course, “they” is a product of the translation: in 

Spanish, the subject pronoun is often omitted when formulating sentences, such that the 

reader is alerted to the presence of these “they” by the plural third person conjugation of 

verbs as well as by the rare “ellos”. Notably, in the few times the subject pronoun “ellos” 

appears in the first section, it always denotes the family of the disappeared brother and 

the poetic voice (Uribe, 14, 16, 28). By repeatedly addressing and speaking of the family 

as “they”, Uribe creates a separation between the poetic voice and the family, that is 

between the sister and the rest of the brother’s kin relations. We have already closely 

examined a passage where the poetic voice, bitterly addressing Tadeo, remarks upon the 

“irony” in his family also trying to disappear face to his disappearance (Uribe, 15); I 

would like to further propose that, through her attempt to mourn the ungrievable and her 

description of the abandonment perpetrated by the family, the poetic voice enacts a kin 

substitution, where the sister comes to stand in the role of wife and mother to her brother’s 

children. Precisely because the community and the family is being eroded, Uribe writes 

of an Antigone that, by speaking and mourning along varied kin registers, builds a new 

sense of kinship that encompasses even the ungrievable disappeared migrant. 

In pointing out the irony that “they [the family] just want to vanish | Ellos solo 

quieren desvanecerse” (Uribe, 15, my emphasis), the sister is already substituting itself to 

the family, who is already separated from the speaking subject by the deliberate 

employment of the pronoun “ellos”. I earlier remarked that the irony doubly points to the 

ridiculousness of their disappearance and the community’s crisis; I wish to further insist 

on this irony to argue that also it points to the fact that the sister has to find her brother 

instead of his family. The irony is that they “just want” to disappear: the desire of the 

family is ironic to the sister because it is misplaced for her—they ought to “just want” to 

find Tadeo. The family’s desire ought to be exclusively and ceaselessly routed towards 

finding the missing husband/sibling/father/son, but is instead poured into silence, self-

preservation, and fleeing, something that is seen as ridiculous by the poetic voice because 

she lives his disappearance and searches for him with an intensity that is wholly absorbing. 

In this sense, the sister has come to replace the family. It is important to remember that 

Tadeo has disappeared, not died with certainty (therein lies the crux of Antígona 

González’s premise, the body is needed for the certainty that allows for grieving); the 

family effectively gives up on finding Tadeo exceedingly quickly, to the point that even 
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try to hide his disappearance from the sister (“they didn’t want to tell me anything” (Uribe, 

13, 15, 25), actively trying to exclude her. Thus, the sister substitutes the disappeared’s 

family by taking upon the task of solitarily attempting to retrieve her brother’s body—

she has effectively become the family by forcefully stepping into the void left by their 

abandonment. These instances occur throughout the poem: at one point, the poetic voice 

remarks that “they won’t let me talk with your kids, Tadeo. Your wife will never tell them 

the truth. She’d rather they grew up thinking you’d abandoned them. See why I have to 

find your body Tadeo? It’s the only way I can give your children a grave where they could 

go see you” (Uribe, 89, my emphasis). Here, the falling apart of kin relations is multiple 

and radical: the sister cannot act as aunt because she is precluded from talking to her 

nephews, and the children are purposely kept ignorant by their mother, who willfully and 

falsely disgraces her missing partner rather than tell the truth—aunt, sister, wife, mother, 

and child are made to crack in the wake of Tadeo’s disappearance. The sister’s statement 

of her mission is significant precisely in light of this crisis: the poetic voice’s rhetorical 

question points to how she is called to find her brother’s body by the falling apart of kin 

relations. The sister bypasses the wife and makes it her concern to provide for her 

brother’s children, something that for her is “the only way” a connection can be restored 

between the missing father and his children. Even if the father might be a dead father 

(after all, she speaks of giving “a grave where they could go see you”), it is significant 

that the sister takes it upon herself to reconstitute a kin relation between a father and his 

children; a grave and a retrieved body constitute a grievable person with whom, even in 

death, a bond of kinship can be maintained. That is not the case with a disappeared person, 

especially if one is made to believe that they have been abandoned by said person, like 

Tadeo’s children. In assuming the role of reconstituting this parent-child kin relation, I 

already see the sister sliding into the mother: the sister is being estranged by the mother, 

who also estranges the missing father from the children, but the sister forcefully attempts 

to provide a grievable father for the children. In this overstepping of bounds, the sister is 

already challenging and beginning to substitute the mother in order to reconstitute kinship 

actively eroded by the borderland. 

The silence enforced by Tadeo’s family throughout the poem can also be 

interpreted as a symptomatic response to an awareness of this substitution and of their 

failure to maintain familiar kin relation: in another passage from the first section, in fact, 

the poetic voice tells us that the family did not initially inform her of Tadeo’s 

disappearance because “they knew I’d go to your house to ask your wife questions 
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[interrogar a tu esposa], to ask why [reclamarle que] she didn’t go to the authorities 

immediately, why no one reported your disappearance” (Uribe, 25). The Spanish text 

conveys the strength of the sister’s confrontation more directly, where interrogar can be 

translated more literally as “to interrogate” or “to question” instead of the more indirect 

“to ask your wife questions”, and reclamarle means to complain or protest, to require, or 

to need, as previously remarked in this essay. The sister is truly challenging the authority 

of her brother’s other kin and attempting to supersede them face to a perceived failure in 

performing kinship. 

One must be able to be sister, brother, wife, husband, mother, father, and more for 

one another, even beyond blood relations: this is also what Uribe means when she writes 

“I came to San Fernando to search for my brother // I came to San Fernando to search for 

my father // I came to San Fernando to search for my husband // I came to San Fernando 

to search for my son // I came with the others for the bodies of my people” (Uribe, 103), 

to quote this passage for the third time. It is in this spirit that the poetic voice warns “I’m 

also disappearing, Tadeo. // And all of us here, if your body, if the bodies of our people. 

// All of us here will gradually disappear if no one searches for us, if no one names us. // 

All of us here will gradually disappear if we just look helplessly at each another, watching 

how we disappear one by one” (Uribe, 165). In Antígona González, Uribe proposes a 

kinship that encompasses this “all of us here” in order to create community in a borderland 

that makes kin and kinship disappear. The affirmation of kinship in the borderland occurs 

through a claim, a reclamo we could say, that breaks the silence and reclaims the 

ungrievable loved ones. Butler notes that “the relation between word and deed becomes 

hopelessly entangled in the familial scene, every word transmutes into event” (Butler 

2000, 64), such that “when she [Antigone] buries her brother, it is not simply that she acts 

from kinship, as if kinship furnishes a principle for action, but that her action is the action 

of kinship, the performative repetition that reinstates kinship as a public scandal. Kinship 

is what she repeats through her action” (Butler 2000, 58). As has been described 

throughout this essay, Uribe portrays the poetic voice’s speech – reporting Tadeo’s 

disappearance to the authorities, speaking to his children, denouncing the mass 

disappearances – as a public scandal; the linguistic act of speaking about the disappeared 

migrants is scandalous because it reaffirms the eroded kinship of those living in this 

border geography. Uribe herself makes the centrality of the speech act explicit, repeating 

twice that the poetic voice’s desire is to “want to name [nombrar] the voices behind the 

stories that take place here” (Uribe, 8, 167), once near the beginning and once near the 
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end of the poem. Affirming kinship with the ungrievable disappeared migrants and with 

those left behind is necessary to reconstitute one’s community and affirm the personhood 

of those living in the wake of the border, in the borderland. 

In this essay, I have been addressing the border allusively and at a distance because 

I wished to explore how borders can extend their reach deep into distant geographies, 

completely restructuring and/or mangling them in its wake even if the border acts 

spectrally, nowhere to be seen or heard directly. As such, in the guise of concluding 

remarks, I would like to make a few brief comparisons to highlight the odd geography 

that a borderland is subject to: the following image shows the distance between Tampico, 

Tamaulipas, the town upon which Antígona González focuses its narrative, and the U.S. 

border, with a few major border towns in Texas indicated. Walking 549 kilometers from 

Tampico to Hargill takes approximately 111 hours of uninterrupted walking time. How is 

it possible that this massive space, and probably more, is a borderland? Paris, France is 

closer to the German border than Tampico to the U.S.; Madrid, Spain is closer to the 

French border than Tampico to the U.S.; Milan, Italy is closer to the French, Swiss and 

Austrian border than Tampico to the U.S. Yet, these cities have never been defined as 

border towns. These contrasts serve to highlight the immense geographical pull that the 

border can have, such that it can extend deeply through space into countries and 

communities. I also mention these distances to justify the relevance of Uribe’s text and 

this essay towards thinking of borders; borders can exercise an immense fallout on their 

surrounding regions, making it imperative for us to grapple with how borders overreach 

even without directly making themselves visible.  
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Abstract: 

 

The Muslim identity in Sri Lanka has emerged from a constructivist perspective, 

constructing an ethnic identity for political reasons but also instrumentalising religion for 

the same reason to achieve that political end. In this sense they are unique in that they 

have become an “imagined community” (Anderson 1983) with an “imagined geography” 

(Said 2000). 

Thus, the formation of the Sri Lankan Muslim identity is one of perception – a 

perceived link to history, time and space; to define oneself against the “other”. This 

imagined geography for the processes of cultural intervention of the Sri Lankan Muslim 

narrative has been shaped by a long tradition of efforts to forge effective political 

formations in times of global crisis, in other words, efforts with transnational ambitions 

that have profoundly shaped the history of the 20th century – including, in particular, the 

legacies of anti-colonial movements and other internationalist thought. 

This paper will argue that in doing this, the Muslim community led by the political 

elites, institutionalised their identity founded on an imagined assumption. This 

imagination has led to a blurring of certainty and identities and has become a flash point 

for insecurities. Whilst there was a conflict in Sri Lanka, this blurring of identities were 

not a major issue vis-à-vis the majority community, however with the conflict coming to 

an end, there are new pressures put on minority communities in terms of identity 

expression. In order to address these challenges, the paper will argue that the minorities 

need to subsequently evolve to face those circumstances. This evolution has to involve a 

 
111 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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reimagination of boundaries and communities in the understanding of identity and 

institutionalisation. The paper will offer some ideas for how this reimagination can take 

place. 

 

Keywords 

Muslim identity – Sri Lanka – Imagined Communities – Imagined Geographies – 

Reimagining Identity – Islam – Ethnic Boundaries – Political Elites – Benedict 

Anderson – Edward Said  

 

 

Introduction 

On 21st April, Easter Sunday, multiple explosions (Al Jazeera English 2019) rocked the 

Sri Lankan cities of Colombo, Negombo and Batticaloa, in the worst suicide and terror 

attacks to hit the island since 1996 112  when the central bank was attacked by the 

Liberation of Tamil Tigers of Eelam (LTTE) as part of the 30 year old war which ended 

in May 2009.  As word filtered out that the terrorist perpetrators were from a local radical 

Islamic organisation that would eventually be linked to ISIS, local Muslims braced 

themselves for a backlash.  A few weeks after the attacks these fears of the Muslim 

community would be realised with a spate of anti-Muslim violence carried out in several 

parts of the island resulting in the destruction of property belonging to Muslims as well 

as a couple of deaths of Muslim civilians at the hands of mobs (Amarasingam and Fuller 

2019). Coupled with an intense security scrutiny on Muslim communities, with the 

government enacting a ban on the wearing of the niqab as part of emergency regulations, 

local Muslim communities complained of increasing harassment from the general public 

and security forces (Irshad 2019).   

In 2020, this harassment intensified when the government enacted forced 

cremations as a policy to deal with COVID-19 deaths, a policy that severely impacted the 

Muslim community in particular (Saleem 2020).  This has added to the tension that has 

arisen after the Easter Sunday attacks calling for the greater scrutiny of the Muslim 

community and its institutions, particularly centred around demands for internal reforms 

within the Muslim community to show demonstrable allegiance (Mohamed-Saleem, 

Tackling Challenges for the Sri Lankan Muslims in the Wake of the Easter Sunday Attacks 

 
112 At least 50 people were killed in the 1996 attack on the Central Bank which at that time was one of the 

worst suicide attacks in the country’s 30-year-old conflict from 1983-2009 (BBC News 2007). 
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2019). Reinforced through the COVID-19 crisis, this trend of a renewed anti-Muslim 

narrative has meant that Muslims are targeted in the media. 

The backlash against the Muslim community and visible Muslim identity comes 

in the backdrop of weak community relations and tensions between the Muslim and 

Sinhalese community being at an all-time high, given the spate of Anti Muslim violence 

that has taken place in the island over the years following the end of the 30 year conflict 

in 2009 (Haniffa 2015). The incidents of Easter Sunday marked an important turning point 

for Muslim identity in Sri Lanka. Almost overnight, being a Muslim has become an 

accusation on top of a religious affiliation.  Many organisations have had to respond in 

the public sphere to address the demonization of a whole religion because of the actions 

of a few and to address accusations of violent extremism (Mohamed-Saleem 2020). 

For the Muslims of Sri Lanka, this accusation has impacted their religious and 

ethnic representation already weakened through the challenges from extreme Buddhist 

elements, their relationship with the other communities, as well as their transnational 

relationship to Muslims from outside the country. In the light of growing Buddhist ethno 

nationalism especially after the end of the conflict in Sri Lanka in 2009 (Zuhair 2016) and 

in the wake of the Easter Sunday attacks, they have been burdened with defending a 

religious identity and an ethnic representation that has become institutionalised since the 

time of the British rule in the country.  It is the latter that has influence the Muslim identity 

in Sri Lanka to emerge from a constructivist perspective, constructing an ethnic identity 

for political reasons but also instrumentalising religion for the same reason to achieve that 

political end. This has caused frustration at being unable to fully understand the identity 

of the Sri Lankan Muslim and also where the “Muslim” fits into the Sri Lankan national 

consciousness.  This is as much a problem that is internal within the Muslim community 

as well as outside the Muslim community. This “politics” of interpretation (within and 

outside the Muslim community) has undoubtedly created a tension in the 

institutionalisation of the Muslim identity as it wrestles between the distinction of faith 

as a theological marker, and faith as an identity marker.   

This absence of the understanding of the reality of the Muslim lived experience in 

Sri Lanka is not made any easier by global dynamics and geopolitics around Islam and 

Muslims. Thus an ignorance of the history and lived experience of Muslim community in 

Sri Lanka coupled with global misperceptions around Muslims is not helping a scenario 

whereby Muslims in Sri Lanka are now viewed with suspicion especially after the Easter 

Sunday attacks. Though the backlash from the Easter Sunday attacks has been particularly 
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intense against the Muslim community, it mirrors violent incidents in Sri Lanka in recent 

history which signify a rising Islamophobic tension and the worrying incitement to 

violence (Bengali 2018), echoing narratives that have been present in mainstream Western 

media for a long time where Islam is seen simply as a religion of unintelligible crazy, 

violence and mass-murdering fanatics (Mazumdaru 2018).   

This paper will explore the conundrum currently being faced by the Sri Lankan 

Muslim community as it navigates being caught in between trying to find an ethnic 

identity and remaining true to religious values.  It is part of a wider piece of research for 

a book that examines the transformation of Muslim identity over 130 years in Sri Lanka.  

The paper is part of an ethnographic study composed of primary and secondary data 

collection trying to articulate the need for a change of approach to the conversation around 

Sri Lankan Muslims. This paper is developed through a qualitative study using desk-

based research and adopting a qualitative research methodology through a historical 

content and document analysis on a wide range of secondary source material including 

media articles and academic papers. In addition, it is also informed through the author’s  

personal experience of being someone from the Sri Lankan Muslim community, with a 

trusted “insider” status, with extensive familiarity with the context of the country and the 

community.   

This paper will argue that the Muslim community led by the political elites, 

institutionalised their identity founded on an imagined assumption. This imagination has 

led to a blurring of certainty and identities and has become a flash point for insecurities.    

The paper will posit the theory that the discussions of Muslim identity need to be framed, 

understood, discussed, and subsequently reimagined, where there is a reimagination of 

boundaries and communities in the understanding of identity and institutionalisation.  The 

paper will offer some ideas for how this reimagination can take place. 

 

Framing Ethnic Representation 

Identity politics113 remains the number one challenge in Sri Lanka. Ethnic and linguistic 

identity and contested identities have been cited as the main cause for community 

polarization leading up to the 30-year-old conflict (Kapferer 1988; Dharmadasa 1988; 

 
113 This presupposes that identity is not a static but rather a fluid construct that responds to social and 

political contingencies. it is important to conceptualise “identity politics”, which has come to signify any 

political participation that is based around the self-interest, or the specific perspective, of a particular group 

within society (Heyes 2020). 
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Kemper 1991; Ismail 1997). Thus a comprehensive understanding of history has to be a 

starting point for any discussions to do with Sri Lanka, its conflict, community relations 

and community identity formation (Rogers 1994)114.   

Like many post-colonial societies, Sri Lanka drew on pre-colonial culture, 

including religion, to form a national identity after gaining independence115, including the 

increasing visible involvement of Buddhist monks in political activism (Deegalle 2007).  

In particular, the period, under the British116, is often blamed for fostering a conscious 

development of ethnic consciousness among the major ethnic communities who hitherto 

had been “living in harmony” throughout the pre-modern period (Nuhman 2007, 

Wickramasinghe 2006)117. For the British “[…] different groups in Sri Lanka were, it was 

argued, different races and different races had different customs” (Nissan and Stirrat 1990, 

27) and consequently language118 , religion, custom and clothes were taken in various 

combinations as markers of racial variation.  By the end of the nineteenth century many 

distinct ‘races’ were recognized by the authorities in colonial Sri Lanka119, substantiating 

heterogeneity, formalising cultural differences and making it the basis of social 

 
114 Identity and indigeneity have been tied together in the public discourse on multiculturalism and rights 

and in popular perceptions of Sinhalaness and Tamilness. Resentments, remembered slights, perceived fears 

of the other and the dangerous awareness of envy are never far from the surface (Rotberg 1999), and there 

is an entanglement of religious and ethnic loyalty. 
115 Whilst Sri Lanka being an island differs slightly, it is definitely true that the differentiation of ethnic 

identities (thereby creating distinction within society) and the selective favouritism of colonial rulers 

towards minorities to help in colonial administration, laid the foundations towards the nationalistic conflict 

that the country faced in the post colonial era. 
116 British interest in Sri Lanka had first been aroused by its strategic significance in the Indian Ocean, but 

it also later became  an important arena for commercial interests with the British introducing an independent 

capitalist sector, improving infrastructure like roads and enhancing the coffee and tea estates which resulted 

in large numbers of South Indian Tamil labourers being brought into tend the estates (Nissan and Stirrat 

1990). 
117 When they took control of Sri Lanka in 1796, the British had little understanding of the history and 

customs of the island  (J. D. Rogers 1990) and faced with people speaking a variety of languages, wearing 

a number of costumes, and following different religions, began to exert control on the native population so 

they could be “counted, objectified and divided into social groups” (Wickramasinghe 2006, 45) by 

problematically devising categories such as nation, race, religion and caste through which they imposed a 

sense of difference on their subjects. 
118 Language quickly emerged as the initial primary ethnic marker in the social formation of the two major 

ethnic groups – the Tamils and Sinhalese.  Whilst the Muslims share close linguistic and cultural ties with 

the Tamils, including the Tamil language; they have however, traditionally preferred to be recognised by 

their religious and cultural identity, and claims of a distinct ethnic group identity (Ali 1981). It is worth also 

noting that depending on which part of the country the Muslim community has settled, they will also speak 

Sinhalese, however the main mother tongue is Tamil (whereby most sermons and use of literature is 

conducted in this language). It is also dependent on the geographic location of the Muslims with for example 

the Muslims in the east sharing closer relationships with the Tamils. 
119 For example, in the 1871 census, where “race” appeared for the first time, there were seventy eight 

“nationalities” and twenty four “races” (Wickramasinghe 2006)119. However by the 1881 census the number 

of 'races' had reduced to seven: Europeans, Sinhalese, Tamils, Moors, Malays, Veddhas and others 

(Wickramasinghe 2006). 
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organisation and political representation  (Nissan and Stirrat 1990) 120 . All this 

institutionalisation and dichotomy would eventually have an effect on how the different 

groups thought of themselves and the other. By the uneven and unequal manner of 

integration into the polity, British colonial policies (1815-1948) contributed to new forms 

of ethno-religious competition and stratification (Bandarage 2009)121. 

 

Framing Sri Lankan Muslim Representation 

Historically, the Muslim identity came out of wanting to be different in the light of the 

Sinhala and Tamil identity in a pre and post-colonial era (see Asad 1993, Bush 2003).  

Barth (1969, 10) explains this phenomenon as “ethnic groups are categories of ascription 

and identification by the actors themselves”, and thus the formation and continuation of 

the Sri Lankan Muslim identity is dependent upon interaction with ‘others’.  

Yet the Sri Lankan Muslim history formation is not fully understood, discussed, 

or articulated properly. This is as much a problem that is internal within the Muslim 

community as well as outside the Muslim community. It is not uncommon to read 

statements such as “The Muslim community has been in Sri Lanka over the last 1000 

years and have coexisted with the Sinhalese and Tamils” (Farook 2009).  Such statements 

display an ignorance not only about the history but how the Muslim community interacts 

with history as well as the relationships with the rest of the communities.  

 

An Imagined Community with Imagined Geographies 

The Muslim identity in Sri Lanka emerged from a constructivist perspective, constructing 

an ethnic identity for political reasons but also instrumentalising religion for the same 

reason to achieve that political end.   In this sense they are unique in that they have become 

an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983) with an ‘imagined geography’ (Said, 

Invention, Memory and Place 2000), thereby illustrating the particular predicament that 

the Muslim community is in. 

 
120 For example, the British like the Dutch before them promoted separate legal codes for ethnic groups 

such as Islamic personal law for Muslims and the Thesawalami customary law for Jaffna Tamils (Bandarage 

2009). Thus these differences were instituted differently in the legal system than in the political system in 

that more groupings were given legal representation at the level of family law (based on cultures and 

customs) than at the political level. 
121 It is these forms of ethno-religious competition that would lead to the introduction of the “Sinhala only” 

act in 1956 by which Sinhala became the sole official language in the country, that is deemed to be one of 

the primary catalysts of the conflict and also of articulation of the differences between the different ethnic 

communities. The standoff with other ethnicities can also be explained by the fact that in the “Sinhala 

language, the words for nation, race and people are practically synonymous and a multiethnic nation or 

state is incomprehensible to the popular mind” (Little 1999, 42). 
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Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined communities is useful to anchor the 

narrative of the Sri Lankan Muslim community, since, despite not actually knowing all 

other members of the community – or even having face to face contact at the time of 

discussion, the community was “imagined” by political elites in the sense of horizontal 

comradeship and shared history; despite the actual inequalities and hierarchies that 

existed in reality; and the limitations because of an understanding of a “boundary” 

(Anderson 1983). This boundary is better explained clearly through the imagined 

geography narrative, that Edward Said (2000) has used to evolve this thinking as a form 

of social constructionism from the imagined community narrative. In this term, 

“imagined” is used not to mean “false” or “made-up”, but rather “perceived”.  In Culture 

& Imperialism, Said (1993) pointed to how none of us are completely free from the 

struggle over geography, over territory, over space, and over place. 

Thus, the formation of the Sri Lankan Muslim identity is one of perception – a 

perceived link to history, time, and space; to define oneself against the “other”.  This 

imagined geography for the processes of cultural intervention of the Sri Lankan Muslim 

narrative has been shaped by a long tradition of efforts to forge effective political 

formations in times of global crisis, in other words, efforts with transnational ambitions 

that have profoundly shaped the history of the 20th century – including the legacies of 

anti-colonial movements and other internationalist thought. According to Said (1993, 

2000), imaginative geography is a form of invention used by practitioners of empire to 

re-interpret the meaning of certain territories and create discourses justifying the need for 

control over such re-imagined places. This exercise in imagination begins by 

reconstructing the history of those places coveted by empire builders. This practice of 

constructing alternative representations of places and people is what Edward Said refers 

to as the crafting of “imaginative geographies” (Ibid.)122 . Thus by “institutionalising 

Muslim difference, the British, in a crucial sense, helped ‘create’ Muslim identity” (Q. 

Ismail 1997, 73). 

Barth (1969) also explores that discussions around ‘ethnic boundaries’ canalizes 

social life where ethnic boundaries entail social processes of exclusion and incorporation 

whereby discrete categories are maintained. Thus there is a frequently quite complex 

organisation of behaviour and social relations whilst recognizing a limitation of shared 

 
122 It is clear that the formation of the Moor / Muslim identity by the political elites in response to colonial 

periods, also tried to imagine a “geographical” space with links to a pan Arab citizenship and transnational 

Islamic expression. 



244 
 

understandings and differences in criteria for judgement of value.  In this sense, the 

argument is that ethnic groups persist as significant units if they imply marked differences 

in behaviour and allow the persistence of cultural differences.  What this means is that 

ethnic divisions in Sri Lanka have been formed and reinforced because of the boundaries 

placed by them and the interaction between them. 

In doing this, the Muslim community led by the political elites, institutionalised 

their identity founded on an imagined assumption. Identities have been imagined where 

global, regional, national, and local spaces have entered relationships of replication, 

consequences, and repercussion. Appadurai (2006) calls this phenomenon, “geography of 

anger”, stating that this “is one way to examine how the fear of small numbers and their 

power shape the mutual relationships of different spatial scales and sites” (Ibid, 93).  Thus, 

the concept of imagined communities and geographies lead to this concept of the 

geography of anger, where global concerns and tensions can produce complex replicas of 

the larger struggles and that creates “a freshly charged relationship between uncertainty 

in ordinary life and insecurity in the affairs of states” (Ibid, 101).   

In other words, this imagination which has led to a blurring of certainty and 

identities has become a flash point for insecurities as a consequence of the “othering”, 

and the minorities subsequently evolve to face those circumstances.  

 

Reimagining Identity 

In the sense that since the Muslim Community is an  “imagined community” (Anderson 

1983) with an “imagined geography” (Said, Invention, Memory and Place 2000), it can 

also be reimagined. By identifying themselves ethnically as “Muslims”, politically 

constructed from the late 19th century, the Muslim political elites have blurred the 

distinctions between faith as a theological marker (religious motivator) and faith as an 

identity marker (communal galvanizer). This meant that the Muslims energetically 

constructed their “racial” identity as a distinct ethnic group that is founded on religious 

and cultural identity.  They interchanged religious motivators and communal galvanisers 

as and when it suited them. Largely helped with a renaissance in Islamic theological 

movements and thinking globally, the concept of Muslim representation in Sri Lanka 

evolved into theological and ideological formations on top of political representations.  It 

is this that provides a challenge, as the concept of an ethnic ‘Sri Lankan Muslim’ is 

slightly misleading and confusing as it ascribes a homogeneity beyond just religious 

practice to cultures, traditions, experiences and language.  This is made difficult by the 
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heterogeneous nature of the geographical location of the Muslim community in Sri Lanka, 

religious practices and traditions and often at odds with the concept of nationalism or the 

nation-state. 

There is a lack of clear articulation and policy of identity, instead choosing to 

move between both notions of religious marker and community galvaniser as and when 

circumstances provided.  In the wake of rising religious consciousness by the Muslim 

community and by neglecting the necessary theological discussions necessary for 

developing identities, and contextualizing faith and failing to provide leadership in 

articulating this, the sole aim of developing a separate identity for the Muslim community 

in Sri Lanka has fallen prey to the global malaise afflicting Muslims. Thus there is the 

push for a ‘pure’ Islamic identity based on a theological construct but taking the identity 

of a global community/race, neglecting local contexts and cultures. This is a new 

phenomenon within Islamic teachings and history because there is no such thing as a pure 

Muslim community identity.  

In addition, by pushing for a new political identity without understanding the 

changing dynamics of the context, what has happened is that the doors have been opened 

for discussions on a religious identity that is not only foreign to Sri Lanka but fails to take 

into account local contexts and cultures, making any future discussion of post conflict 

reconciliation even more challenging, as people feel that the Muslim community is more 

isolated (linguistically, culturally and socially) than before. There thus needs to be a 

holistic re-imagination of Sri Lankan Muslim identity, expression and agency and an 

approach to the conversation. The point is simply that “if identities are always constructed, 

then they can also be deconstructed, perhaps even reconstructed” (Q. Ismail 1997, 95).   

This can be done in phases as part of an evolution of re-imagination. The first 

phase starts from a re-imagining of the historical narrative. The Muslim narrative is and 

has been the fact that “Muslims have been existing and co-existing with other 

communities in Sri Lanka over the last 1000 years without any problem”.  This in itself 

is a problematic statement.  It presupposes that there is a noble race of people called 

“Muslims” who decided one day to move to Sri Lanka, 1000 years ago, fell in love with 

the country, decided to settle, intermarry with the local people and it is their descendants 

who are living today in Sri Lanka making up the population of Sri Lankan Muslims and 

whose constituents are facing the problems of racism and xenophobia. This reasoning is 

completely simplistic, assumes homogeneity for a religion that thrived on heterogeneity, 

and simply does not consider the complexity of relationships and lived experiences 
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between communities. This reasoning also assumes that Muslims are one race which 

again is not true. Muslims are a heterogeneous community from different races, 

ethnicities, languages and countries all bound by the simple, universal principles of Islam 

and its teachings.   

The narrative of Muslims has to change in Sri Lanka starting from this simple fact.  

Islam came to Sri Lanka 1000 years and not Muslims.  The latter are made up of a number 

of people who sought to believe in the former including definitely Arab traders who came 

and settled in the country, interacted with the locals and married local women (from the 

Sinhalese and Tamil community); Sinhalese and Tamil communities who converted to 

Islam; Muslim communities who came from Malabar in south India; communities who 

came to Sri Lanka as part of colonial migration and slave trade and other forms of 

migration and trade during the ages. Thus the Muslim community in Sri Lanka is a mosaic 

of people.   

The second phase of the re-imagination to be addressed is around the 

deconstruction of an ethnic identity embedded within a religious framework, which poses 

several challenges for the community and the relationships with others. Despite a 

heterogeneity ascribed to an ethnic identity, the concept of a Muslim identity label can 

lend itself to a growing homogenizing tendency based on a religious outlook.  It is this 

tension due to prevailing socio-political conditions of conflict that leads us to think of a 

need for a reimagining of identity, agency and expression as a result of this. There is a 

need to take into account the changing circumstances of the context in Sri Lanka in order 

to understand that things are now different.  It is perhaps, best seen as a dialectical process 

where pre-existent discourses become reconfigured and circulated when public and 

political discourse in society at large support and nurture such discourses. What is at stake 

is how the Muslims identify and redefine themselves.   

The third phase is about the classification of identity and relations with politics. 

The concept of piety and spirituality has to be divorced from the political reality of 

identity expression. So the premise is that one can be a good political Muslim and a bad 

spiritual Muslim: one can practice the spiritual aspects of Islam, be a “practicing” Muslim 

but a bad political representative; of course, one can also be both. However, the issue here 

is not to be too prescriptive on linking being Muslim in Sri Lanka to simply being about 

spirituality and piety. 

 

Conclusions 



247 
 

In Sri Lanka attempts at redefining politics and religion are not useful and in a practical 

context can be seen as meaningless mainly because of the interconnectedness between 

the two entities. The argument has been that Islam, ethnic and politics religion are 

intertwined and constitute a different perspective that creates a political / ethno / religious 

representation. This is definitely different to how it has traditionally been approached 

where this classification of religion, ethnic and politics through the state are understood 

as fixed and separate. Instead this paper suggests the need to look at how a hybrid of these 

representations are done with the process of how the boundaries between these concepts 

move, what factors cause these movements and its implications. The process of shifting, 

breaking and remaking the boundaries of religion whilst ensuring institutionalisation can 

indeed be described as the evolution of the institutionalisation of religious identity. 

This ultimately is the way forward for how and what the Muslim community is, 

represents and ultimately identifies with, has to include thinking about how well the 

community manage the formation of attitude towards ‘other’ ethnicities and practices 

adopted to mitigate negative attitudes.  
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Abstract: 

 

The “black dog syndrome” is a psychological aversion to black dogs that seems to 

affect the adoption of pet dogs uniquely on the colour of their fur. Statistically, it appears 

that dark dogs tend to be perceived as more aggressive, ill-tempered and, in general, more 

dangerous than light-coloured dogs. The paper aims to analyse where and when this 

diffused mistrust towards black dogs might come from. Gathering and collecting 

Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Christian images and texts can shed light on our ancestors’ 

relationship with black dogs, and blackness on a wider scale. 

A symbol of the syndrome can be the natural threat posed by the wolf in the wilderness 

lurking outside human settlements from the dawn of civilisation, representing the death 

of humans and livestock alike. The archaeological and literary evidence suggests that the 

archetypal fear of the unknown and darkness could also be the reason behind the 

unconscious dread towards everything (and everyone) that has been described as ‘black’. 

The aforementioned cultures, although their audience had changed over time, have 

maintained alive this prejudice since it has been purposely used to depict the foreigner, 

the enemy, the ‘infidel’, the inhabitant of far lands and/or the ‘uncivilised’. 

The socio-political implications of the fear for the stranger, or xenophobia, have been 

an extremely powerful weapon to concentrate people’s frustrations towards outsiders and 

it still affects languages, literature, and visual culture. Comprehending its origin may 

encourage the development of a healthier society that challenges obscure stereotypes and 

dogmas. 

 

 
123 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 

mailto:giuseppe.delia@durham.ac.uk
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Introduction 

As part of my PhD dissertation, I am working on the crucial role Anubis has had in the 

development of the long-lasting relationship between humans and canids. My research 

aims to point out how different canids (mainly wolves, dogs, and jackals) have been used 

by humans across the Mediterranean Sea to represent the complex feelings they had 

regarding the unknown, the other, the foreigner, and the wild. 

In this paper, I would like to focus on how the so-called “Black dog syndrome” can 

be a consequence of the attitude towards canids that frequently appears in the imagery 

and textual evidence belonging to the Egyptian, Greek, Latin, and Christian traditions. 

Black dogs have been the embodiment of anything dangerous, evil, scary, and wild. The 

stories and travellers’ reports have also transferred some of those features to monsters 

allegedly living in far lands beyond civilisation (Abdelwahed 2017, 1-22). 

The Cynocephali, i.e. dog-headed humans, are among the most represented and 

reported monsters encountered by traders and explorers during their journeys. 

Cynocephali stories seem to follow the extent of the exploration of humans being moved 

by these always further away with the expansion of people’s knowledge of the planet. The 

peculiar success of Cynocephali might reveal a pattern that has been successful in 

conveying the idea of creatures neither human nor animal ‘enough’ to be accepted and 

approached safely by people (White 1991, 1-21). 

Labelling a territory as inhabited by Cynocephali, as well as mentioning that a certain 

population looks like Cynocephali, has represented a very powerful concept in 

Mediterraneans’ minds that has progressively mutated into including all sorts of ‘other’ 

of which people should be concerned, if not scared (Duquesne 1995, 41-53; Serpell 2017, 

300-316). In the following paragraphs, there will be examples of how the notion of 

Cynocephali has touched territories every time further away from the Mediterranean Sea 

as the explorations went on into Asia, Africa, and Central/North Europe. 

The reason for these enlarging horizons having the Mediterranean Sea as the centre is 

due to the influence Greeks authors had in historiography and geography between the 8th 

century BCE and the 4th AD. Also, Latin authors and Christian missionaries reinforced 

and expanded the Greeks’ stories well into the Middle Ages giving them new relevance 
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and credibility, although the stories sometimes served different purposes and were used 

to transmit religious ideas with eschatological messages that were probably not the main 

interest of the Greek authors (Friedman 2000, 145-148; Van Duzer 2013, 391-396; Ford 

2016, 8-72). 

The reflex the Black Dog Syndrome and the Cynocephali have on humans’ decisions 

and imagery might have eased the equation black=evil that has affected anything black 

and, unfortunately, has given theoretical tools to racism justifying ideas of 

superiority/inferiority of people based on the colour of their skin. Hopefully, bringing to 

light the dynamics concerning the connection between black/evil can help to develop a 

proficuous debate in the society based on scientific knowledge, instead of myths and 

prejudices. 

 

The wolf inside us: The Jungian archetype of the wolf 

To understand how deep and rooted the Black Dog Syndrome is in humans’ minds, it 

might be interesting to refer to the work of Carl Gustav Jung. Jung, during his career as a 

psychoanalyst and psychiatrist, has realised that the human mind tends to create images 

and stories to cope with the feelings it cannot process thoroughly. Those images and 

stories have shown to follow patterns that can be traced back to characters according to 

the roles or associations people have assigned to them (Jung 1983, vol. 9 part 1, 3-41). 

Jung called those characters “archetypes” because they represent reminiscences of 

atavistic images passed down from our ancestors influencing collective unconscious 

behaviours and reactions (Jacobi 2007, 31-73). They are mostly triggered by intense 

emotions and concrete actions that may seem ordinary, but that carry hidden and common 

meanings that can be induced by stories and folklore widespread among the population 

(Jung 1983, vol. 13, 210).  

Jung also stated that archetypes are so widespread and atavic that can sometimes be 

found spontaneously in autochthonous societies that do not share any cultural connection 

with any other one (Jacobi 2007, 36). In other words: “Archetypes are universal 

organising themes or patterns that appear regardless of space, time, or person. Appearing 

in all existential realms and at all levels of systematic recursion, they are organized as 

themes in the unus mundus[...]” (O'Brien 2017, 207-214). 

The archetype of the wolf consists in the symbolism attached to wolves since the first 

encounters that humans had with them during Prehistory. Even though Jung has rarely 

talked about the wolf as an archetype per se, the wolf seems to overlap several Jungian 
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archetypes showing the relevance recognised to wolves in myths and folklore in many 

cultures (Jung 1983, vol. 4, 210). The observations made on canids had an impact in 

several ways, for instance: 

• The she-wolf has become the ideal of the caring mother (cf. Romulus and Remus) 

(Virgil 1916, 280-283, I:257-296); 

• The liminality of canids either make them guardians and protectors (dogs) or 

primary enemies of human settlements (wolves, jackals) (Jacobi 2007, 155); 

• The nocturnal howling and the attacks on livestock represent metaphorically the 

fear of the dark and the danger of the unknown, easing the connection between 

darkness and evil (cf. the devil) (Jacobi 2007, 181-185); 

• The savageness of foreigners (real or imagined) has been sometimes visually 

represented with wolf’s features (cynocephali, werewolves), with the intent of 

desensitising people from having piety for the enemy (Schimdt 2019, 103-105). 

 

The “black dog syndrome” and the Big Bad Wolf 

Effects of the Jungian archetype of the wolf can be traced even in our daily life. For 

instance, the Black dog syndrome is the tendency of prospective dog owners to pick their 

pets looking at their colour. Black dogs are less likely to be adopted from shelters because 

deemed more aggressive and more difficult to train. The Black Dog Syndrome is not, 

however, present in the same way worldwide, but in some cases, it has been seen as not 

having any effect at all (Murphy 2020, n.p.). 

To explain the possible origins of the Black Dog Syndrome, it is crucial to understand 

the relevance that Cynocephali had in the persistence and reinforcement of the distrust 

towards black canids. The hybrid human-canid, as well as humans being able to turn into 

wolves and back, either voluntarily or due to a curse, i.e. werewolves, have emphasised 

the threat posed by wolves in the wild adding the human/conscious component that can 

involve potentially anybody (fig. 1). 
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1 The Black Dog of Newgate, from the book “The Discovery of a London Monster Called the Black Dog 

of Newgate” (1638). Url: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:The_Black_Dog_of_Newgate.jpg. Source: 

Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

The Big Bad Wolf, a common character in fairy tales all over the world, usually is 

described as black, cunning, smart, hungry, and/or greedy (Grimm et al. 2014, 23-25, 85-

88, 158-159, 340-343). He is more than just a wild creature since he can speak and use 

his human-like abilities to trick and kill his naive victims. 

In the next pages, several prominent myths and reports about Cynocephali will be 

analysed since they might have contributed to the spreading, continuous development, 

and modification of this kind of storytelling. It aimed to teach or suggest to the audience 

that there is something outside the safety of the settlement that it has to be feared and to 

be avoided at any cost because it represents the unknown and the evil. It does not respect 

any rule or moral precept that the community has given to itself (Djurslev and Ogden 

2018, 11-21; Ogden 2013, 366, 375; Delia 2020, 196) (fig. 2). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:The_Black_Dog_of_Newgate.jpg
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2 Illustration from the toy book “Little Red Riding Hood”. London: George Routledge and Sons, 1875. 

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RRH_Walter_Crane_1875.jpg. Source: Wikimedia 

Commons. Public domain. 

 

Cynocephali and Anubis 

Anubis was probably the best-known and most worshipped Cynocephalus god across the 

Mediterranean Sea, from Predynastic Egypt on (Brixhe 2018, 43-57), involving the Greek 

and Roman religion and leaving traces even in Christian practices (Ikram et al. 2013, 48-

66; Plas 2011, 1-30; Stefanović 2013, 506-514). 

It is traditionally identified as a black-headed jackal, probably in relation to the 

“romantic” image of the animal living in the desert and occasionally scavenging for the 

dead bodies buried in the surroundings (Pastoureau 2009, 30). The Greeks thought of him 

like a dog, so his town was called Cynopolis (i.e. city of the dog), or as a wolf, confusing 

Anubis with Wepwawet whose town was Lycopolis (i.e. city of the wolf) (Rouvière 2017, 

109-128; Durisch Gauthier 2002, 26-129) (fig. 3). 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RRH_Walter_Crane_1875.jpg
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3 Anubis performing the “Weighing of the Heart ceremony”. Plate 3 of the Book of the Dead (Papyrus of 

Ani). New Kingdom, 19th Dynasty, reign of Ramesses II, c. 1250 BC.  

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bookdead.jpg. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public 

domain. 

 

 

DNA studies have shown that the so-called Golden Jackal (Canis Aureus) is actually 

a sub-species of the Grey Wolf, called African wolf (Canis Lupus Lupaster) (Ikram 2005, 

45-71; Rueness et al., 2011; Kitagawa 2014, 343-356; Koepfli et al. 2015, 2158-2165). 

Plutarch (1st-2nd c. CE) (1936, 107-108, §365f) describes Anubis’ birth and role in 

the Egyptian legends, highlighting especially how he is the messenger, helper, and 

protector of Osiris and Isis (Plutarch 1936, 106-107, §368E; Sfameni Gasparro 2019, 957-

978). Anubis’ patronages over the embalming, mummification, judgment, and guide of 

the dead have given him the function of intermediary between humans and gods, and 

invoked to seek for favours and salvation (Grenier 1977, 47-51; Betz 1986, 66, §1463-

1468; Evans 2008, 17-24). 

 

Libyan and Ethiopian Cynocephali 

One of the earliest pieces of evidence of Cynocephali, in the Greeks travelling area, can 

be found in the Messak Mellet and Settafet (Libya) (Friedman 2000, 29; Van Duzer 2013, 

396-402). Among the carvings (12,000-10,000 BCE) there is one with a warrior/hunter 

Cynocephalus (a.k.a. the Lycaon) (Van Albada and Van Albada 2000, 87-89; Gauthier and 

Gauthier 1996, 78-80, 82-83) (fig. 4). 

 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bookdead.jpg
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4 Wâdi Ti-n-Sharûma. Dog-headed therianthrope armed with a dagger and an axe. Messak Mellet and 

Settafet, Libya, c. 12,000-10,000 BCE. Photo courtesy of Yves Gauthier. 

 

Both Hesiod (8th-7th c. BCE) (2018, 184-185) and Herodotus (5th c. BCE) (1921, 

392-395, IV:191-192) record the presence of Cynocephali in Western Libya, interpreted 

as baboons (White 1991, 42-46; Vespa 2019, 331-339).  

After the Roman conquest of North Africa, the Cynocephali started to be recorded in 

Ethiopia (i.e. Saharian/sub-Saharian Africa) as in Strabo (1st BCE- 1st CE) (1929, 332-

333, XVI: 4.14) who places them in the Horn of Africa, in Plinius the Elder (1st c. CE) 

(1942, 517-519, VII: 2.20) and Aelian (1st-2nd c. CE) (1959, X: 25-30, 318-319) they 

live in the land of the Ethiopians, i.e. any “people with burnt skin”. 

The idea of monsters living in Ethiopia was so strongly accepted, that it influenced 

Medieval authors like Isidore of Seville (1911, XI: 3.15) who reported that: “Ethiopia was 

(the place) where people with different faces and monsters of horrible and perverse nature 

lived, as far as the borders of Egypt” (fig. 5). 
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5 “Ethiopia”, from Livre des merveilles du monde [Book of the Marvels of the World] by the Master of 

the Geneva Boccaccio France, possibly Angers, c. 1460.  Morgan Library M.461, fol. 26vc.  

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pierpont_Morgan_Library-M461-026v-Ethiopia.jpg. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

Greek-Latin dog-related myths 

The Cynocephali, being partially canids, and due to the connection with Anubis, joined 

naturally the liminality of canids (i.e. belonging to the threshold) whose reflection can be 

traced in Greek and Roman mythology (Grenier 1977, 52). 

Cerberus is the guardian dog of Hades (both the god and the Underworld) (Gamba 

2017, 6-19; Lincoln 1979, 273-285). He was depicted with multiple heads, usually three, 

and snakes on his body to symbolise his chthonic nature (Tutrone 2019, 73-88; Pastoureau 

2009, 32-33; DuQuesne 1996, 53, § 93). 

Hekate is the goddess of magic and nocturnal activities, sometimes depicted with 

three heads (one of a dog) (Betz 1986, 75, §2119-2124; 92, §2880-2890) or with female 

black dogs, interpreted as lost souls (Betz 1986, 64-65, §1434ff; Burnett 1994, 151-164) 

(fig. 6). 

 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pierpont_Morgan_Library-M461-026v-Ethiopia.jpg


259 
 

 

6 Volute-krater depicting the journey of Orpheus to the Underworld. Hermes, Heracles and Cerberus 

Canosa, Apulia. Munich, State Antique Collection.  

Url: http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/img.htm?id=7541. (cc) 2012. Photo: Egisto Sani (CC BY-NC-SA 

2.0). Exhibition “Die Unsterblichen Götter Griechenlands” (Munich). 

 

Lycaon and the wolf ritual 

The myth of Lycaon, king of Arcadia who was cursed by Zeus due to Lycaon’s attempt 

to fool the gods offering them human flesh as food. He was turned into a wolf and forced 

to join a wolf pack (Ovid 1916, I, 216-243, 16-19; Eliade 1975, 14-20; Burkert 1983, 84-

92; Marcinkowski 2001, 1-26) (fig. 7).  

 

 

7 Zeus turning Lycaon into a wolf.  Engraving by Hendrik Goltzius (1589). Url: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lycaon_Transformed_into_a_Wolf_LACMA_M.71.76.9.jpg. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

In Italy, the Sannitic tribe of the Lucani (Heraclides Ponticus, Fram. Hist. Gr., III, in 

Müller & Langlois 2010, vol. 2, 218; Franklin 1921, 29-48) and the Hirpini (Servius 2011, 

Aen. XI §785, 564; Rissanen 2012, 115-135) had similar traditions and there are 

etymologically connected with words for “wolves”. The Hirpi Sorani were instead forced 

http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/img.htm?id=7541
http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/author.htm?aut=19
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lycaon_Transformed_into_a_Wolf_LACMA_M.71.76.9.jpg
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to live as wolves “lupos imitarentur, i.e. rapto viverent” (Servius 2011, ibidem), due to an 

oracle’s response. 

The concept of the outcast, thus, became frequently associated with Cynocephali. This 

attitude could be traced back to periodical coming-to-age rituals performed in the above-

mentioned areas. It was a way to train boys in becoming functional members of society 

after being sent in the wild living of pillaging and theft (Eliade 1975, 14-20; Ivančik and 

Ivančik 1993, 311-314). 

 

Scythia, barbarians, and Amazons 

Scythians, as well as Geti, Goths, Dacians, Sarmatians are all ethnonyms used by Greek 

and Roman authors to loosely identify ‘barbaric’ populations living in a vast area between 

the Balkans and India (Eliade 1975, 10-25; Chekin 1991, 289-339; Van Duzer 2010, 221-

231).  

They were all assimilated for their ability in fighting on horseback and in performing 

totemic-magical rituals involving wearing wolves pelt to absorb their hunting skills in 

battle, similarly to Berserkir and Úlfheðnar, i.e bear and wolf warriors (White 1991, 47-

51; Ustinova 2002, 102-123; Samson 2016, 7-14, 69-104). Their fury and fierceness in 

battle suggested to their enemies that they would even eat human flesh, making them 

cannibals (Przyluski 1940, 128-145; Tattersall 1988, 240-253). 

Herodotus (1921, IV, §105-107, 306-309) and Pomponius Mela (& Romer 1998, 72, II:14)  

called them Neuri  (i.e. ‘Ναύαροι’): “The Sarmatian Navari are the same as the Neuri” 

and recorded that they will change into wolves every year (Ptolemy et al. 1991, 80, 3.5.25). 

Adam of Bremen in the 11th c. CE, states that Cynocephali were the male offspring 

of Amazons and passing merchants, while the daughters would become beautiful women 

and Amazons (White 1991, 58-67; Rehn 2016, 122) (fig. 8). 
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8 Depiction of a Cynocephalus in Central Asia. Carta marina navigatoria Portvgallen navigation…, 

Strasbourg, France?, publisher not identified, 1516. Source: Library of Congress, Jay I. Kislak Collection. 

Url: https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3200m.gct00046/?sp=4&r=0.15,0.258,0.527,0.325,0. Public domain. 

 

The god Hermanubis and his relationships to Graeco-Egyptian magic 

The Ptolemaic syncretism that merged Hermes and Anubis gave them such wide 

patronage and importance that Hermanubis became a sort of middle-man between mortals 

and gods (Grenier 1977, 168-186; Modonesi 2010, 2).  

To reinforce Anubis' position among the gods worshipped in Graeco-Roman Egypt he 

became the fourth member of the Alexandrian Triad (Isis, Serapis, Harpokrate) (Lafaye 

1884, 261-262; White 1991, 36-42). He was represented using Greek and Roman stylistic 

features such as the snake tail, like the Agathodaimon (the good snake that became the 

founding god of Alexandria thanks to Alexander the Great) (Ogden 2014, 137), or the 

Roman armour (in this case reprising the style of Polikleitos’ Doriphoros) (Helck and 

Otto 1975, vol. 1, 328; Stefanović 2004, 87-92; Delia 2020, 201) (fig. 9). 

 

 

9 Hermanubis Agathodaimon-Doriphoros Kom el-Choqafa (1st-4th c. AD.) Alexandria, Egypt. 

© the author.  

 

Hermanubis, i.e. Anubis the Wizard 

His religious centre was Alexandria, where tunnels have been discovered known as 

“Hermanubis’s galleries” near Pompey’s (or Diocletian’s) Pillar and decorated tombs in 

the necropolis of Kom el-Choqafa (1st /2nd to 4th centuries CE) (Modonesi 2010, 10–

11).  At both sites, the intention was to merge the two psychopomps (=guides of souls) 

gods, while trying to adapt both gods to please Greeks and the Egyptians alike, in order 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3200m.gct00046/?sp=4&r=0.15,0.258,0.527,0.325,0
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to facilitate their coexistence in Ptolemaic Egypt (fig. 10). Here are a few examples of 

Greek-Egyptian spells (Delia 2020, 200-203): 

• “I entrust this binding spell to you, chthonic gods, [series of names], infernal 

Hermes Thoouth [series of names] and to mighty Anubis PSIRINTH, who holds 

the keys to Hades, to infernal gods and daimons, to men and women who have 

died untimely deaths, to youths and maidens…” (Betz 1986, 44, PGM IV §335-

341). 

• “Thou Key-holder, guardian, Anubis. Send up to me the phantoms of the dead 

forthwith for service in this very hour.” (Betz 1986, 66, PGM IV §1465-1469). 

• *Binding love spell of Astrapsoukos:  ”These are the [names] in the 4 quarters of 

heaven. I also know what your forms are: ' in the East you have the form of an 

ibis, in the West you have the form of a dog-faced baboon, in the North you have 

the form of a serpent, and in the South you have the form of a wolf.” (Betz 1986, 

145, PGM VIII. 1-63; Jung 1983, vol 13, 278-279). 

 

 

10 Hermanubis. In Kircher, Athanasius. 1650. Obeliscus Pamphilius, p. 294. Division of Rare and 

Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library, ID Number: RMC2007_1247. Url: 

https://digital.library.cornell.edu/catalog/ss:550203. Presumed to be in the public domain. 

 

From Anubis latrans to werewolves 

https://digital.library.cornell.edu/catalog/ss:550203
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(Herm-)Anubis caught the attention of Latin authors like Virgil (1918, 108-109), that 

made fun of the god for his savageness and called him latrans Anubis (i.e. barking 

Anubis). This might have inspired the belief that Cynocephali could not speak, but rather 

bark like dogs (Omont 1913, 507-515; Burriss 1935, 32-42). 

Since (Herm-)Anubis became the trusted companion and helper of Isis while in the 

Isiac cult spread in the Roman Empire, Cynocephali could have been seen in every town 

that accepted Egyptian gods. Hermanubis can be found in statues, bas-reliefs, gems, and 

coins, whereas Anubis used to open the processions for Isis, as Apuleius reported in the 

Golden Ass (1989, 256-259, XI:11) (fig. 11). 

 

 

11 Mask of Anubis, 19th, 12th-13th c. BCE Dynasty. Musée du Louvre, Paris, Inventory number N 4096. 

Source: https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010007896. Credits: Musée du Louvre. 

 

In the Satyricon (Petronius 1913, 114-117, I: 62), there is a story of a soldier that 

turned himself into a wolf under the moonlight, fled in the forest, attacked livestock, and 

turned back into a human the morning after. This is one of the first attestations of 

werewolves in the modern sense and it tightens the link between the Cynocephali and the 

wild (Noëll 2006, 27-78). 

 

Alexander the Great and the “Wonders of the East” (Indian Cynocephali) 

Cynocephali in the East (usually defined ‘India’ by Greek and Latin authors in absence 

of a more accurate term) date back to Ctesias (5°- 4° c. BCE), who describes them in his 

https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010007896
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Indica (excerpted by Photius, 37 in Bigwood 1989 302-316) as savages but able to trade 

with Indians. Plinius the Elder (1942, 520-521, VII:2,23) and Aelian (1958, 266-269, 

IV:46,2) report the same information. They all agree that they were hunters, farmers and 

couldn’t speak, only bark, growl or use hand gestures (Friedman 2000, 15; Van Duzer 

2013, 402-412). 

The collection of legend called Alexander Romance has mixed up travellers’ stories 

with fascinating anecdotes about faraway lands following the adventures and conquest of 

Alexander the Great, who had to fight not only men but all sorts of beasts, including 

Cynocephali (Wolohojian 1969, 146, §258; Boeschoten 2012, 118-124; Selden 2018, 98). 

Medieval illustrators let their imagination run free and kept alive the legend of the 

Cynocephali in their manuscripts (Benoît in Burgess and Kelly 2017, 206) (fig. 12). 

 

 

12 Alexander fighting the dog-headed Cynocephali (Disticha Catonis, Peniarth 481D, f. 92).  

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_fighting_the_dog-headed_Cynocephali.jpg. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain.  

 

 

Anubis as the Devil 

The Septuagint (i.e. the Greek translation of the Bible made in Alexandria between the 

3rd c. BCE-2nd c. CE) was the tool with which the Christian clergy shaped the imagery 

of Christians regarding evil (Pastoureau, 2009, 30-32). The assimilation of Satan (i. e. the 

Adversary) and Lucifer (Phosphoros for the Greeks, another name for Sirius, the Dog star 

and the Morning star, known as Sothis by Egyptians) (Ovid 1931, 258-259, IV: 941 ff., 

in Burriss 1928, 117-118) created the Devil. The Devil being the Lord of the demons (the 

evil daimons) and connected with St John’s Book of Revelation (12: 7-22) when he 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alexander_fighting_the_dog-headed_Cynocephali.jpg
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described “the Great Dragon” (i.e. snake), easily cast a much darker light on the 

Agathodaimon and his powers (Pastoureau 2009, 47-54). 

The Agathodaimon, and consequently Hermanubis/Ermete Trismegistus (both as the 

master magician and magicians’ agent), soon became attached to all the evil in the world. 

All the snakes and all the dog-headed creatures, therefore, became demons and 

representations of the Devil (Jung 1983, Vol. 5, 438, note 87).  

Lucifer, the fallen angel who was the brightest of all the angels and then was cast out 

of Heaven to rule over the damned in Hell had the same faith as the Agathodaimon and 

Hermanubis. To substitute Lucifer in Heaven, God chose St Michael who became the 

protector of God’s people (Daniel 12:1) and the defeater of Lucifer/Satan/Devil on the 

Day of Reckoning. 

 

Anubis vs Anubis. The Archangel Michael 

St Michael, as prince of angels and general of God’s armies in Heaven, will fight the final 

battle between angels and the Devil. After defeating the devil St Michael will judge the 

souls of all humanity on the Day of Reckoning using a scale, exactly how Anubis did 

(Revelation 12: 3-9).  

So St Michael embraces the positive features of Anubis while slaying the negative 

ones embodied by the Devil that is, as we have previously analysed, no other than the 

demonisation of Anubis himself. Looking in the Papyri Demotici Magici (PDM), it is 

possible to see that Anubis and St Michael have been perceived as equal if not the same 

in Greek-Egyptian magic, as this example shows: “Hail, MICHAEL, SABAEL! Hail, 

Anubis in the nome of the dog-faces [...]” (Betz 1986, 229, PDM XIV: 627-35). 

As the warrior saint par excellence, St Michael’s attire follows the trend of the ruling 

elite, in the same way as (Herm-)Anubis did: he may be spotted wearing a full Roman 

armour, then byzantine clothes, as well as medieval and renaissance suits of armour 

according to the artistic taste in which the artists lived in (fig. 13). 
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13 St. Michael and the Dragon by Antonio del Pollaiuolo, c. 1460-1470. Museum Bardini, Florence, Italy. 

Url: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pollaiolo,_Antonio_-_Saint_Michael_-

_Museo_Bardini,_Florence.jpeg. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

Anubis the redeemed: St Christopher Cynocephalus 

Encounters with a Cynocephalus are recorded in the apocryphal acts of St Andrew and St 

Bartholomew during their preaching in the city of Barbars. God sent them this dog-headed 

and cannibal savage who gain humanity, and the ability to speak rather than bark, by 

becoming Christian (Wright 1871, 93-115). He also changes his name from 

‘Bewitched’/Abominable to Christianus (James 1924, 471; Friedman 2000, 69-71). He 

can still summon his wild nature at will (Lewis 1904, 19-22; Reinach 1904, 1-16; White 

1991, 22-36). 

St Mercurius is known to have to Cynocephali as ‘bodyguards’ who were forcefully 

Christianised after killing St Mercurius’ grandfather and enslaved by the saint’s father 

(Friedman 2000, 71-72; Chàcon 2019, 31-50). 

St Christopher in the Greek Orthodox Church (Schwartz 1954, 1-6) has been depicted 

with a dog head and his conversion is similar to Christianus’ one (Saintyves 1924, 376-

383; Saintyves 1936, 1-55; Ameisenowa 1949, 21-45; Ritner 1985, 149-155; Millard 

1987, 237-238). He was from a tribe of Cynocephali and cannibals called ‘Marmarites’ 

living in the Libyan desert and enrolled in the Roman army (Woods 1994, 170-186; 

Friedrich 2017, 189-211) (fig. 14). 

 

https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pollaiolo,_Antonio_-_Saint_Michael_-_Museo_Bardini,_Florence.jpeg
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pollaiolo,_Antonio_-_Saint_Michael_-_Museo_Bardini,_Florence.jpeg
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14 Saint Christopher, unknown artist, 17th-18th century. The Sinai Icon Collection, Princeton Work 

Number 984; Michigan Inventory Number 1650.  

Url: https://www.sinaiarchive.org/s/mpa/item/15334#?c=&m=&s=&cv=&xywh=-1933%2C-

201%2C6325%2C4000. Courtesy of the Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expeditions to Mount Sinai. 

 

 

The known world in a picture: Dawn of cartography and monsters in travellers’ reports 

(Marco Polo’s cynocephali) 

European Medieval maps were more focused on displaying biblical places and events 

than accurate geographical features (Van Duzer 2013, 390-391). Therefore, the Psalter 

(Flint 1988, 19-44) or the Hereford map look like a circle of land surrounded by the Ocean 

with Jerusalem in the centre (Friedman 2000, 79-86) (fig. 15). 

 

https://www.sinaiarchive.org/s/mpa/item/15334#?c=&m=&s=&cv=&xywh=-1933%2C-201%2C6325%2C4000
https://www.sinaiarchive.org/s/mpa/item/15334#?c=&m=&s=&cv=&xywh=-1933%2C-201%2C6325%2C4000
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15 Cynocephalus eating a human leg. First among the monsters at the Southern edge of the map. “The 

Map Psalter” (detail), unknown author, 13th century. British Library MS Add. 28681, fol. 9, f. 9r.  

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Psalter_World_Map,_c.1265.jpg.  

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

 

 

East and Asia are on top, Europe is in the left-bottom quarter and Africa is on the 

right-bottom quarter. The Mediterranean Sea divide the three continents taking the shape 

of a T (these maps are called T-O maps) (Friedman 2000, 38-39). The Nile on the right 

side and the Tanais (i.e. the Don) on the left side work as natural dividers between the 

human world the monsters’ one (Van Duzer 2013, 396-402). 

Even modern travellers report of Cynocephali, like Marco Polo (1254-1324) did in 

his Description of the World (aka Book of the World’s Marvels), where he describes them 

as cruel and cannibals beings living in “the Indies” (Friedman 2000, 75-76). 

John Mandeville in The travels (1357-1371) reports of Cynocephali living on the 

island of Nacumeran (possibly the Nicobar Islands in the Indian ocean) who were 

civilised, worshipped an ox and whose king legitimate his power wearing a huge ruby 

around his neck (Van Duzer 2013, 402-412; Weinreich 2019, 183-193) (fig. 16). 
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16 Society of Cynocephali of Nicobar. Itinerarium de Odoric de Pordenone, 1410-1412. Manuscript 

Français 2810, fol. 106.  

Url: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Peuple_des_cynoc%C3%A9phales_de_Nicobar.jpeg. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain.  

 

At the end of the world and beyond 

Keeping in mind the stories and images of Cynocephali from the past, expeditions to 

discover new lands or new trade routes were not spared by the expectation of finding all 

sorts of people, animals, and monsters (Cohen 1992, 100-107). Even though cartography 

moved away from the religious-oriented treatment of the landscape, it is still possible to 

observe a taste for exotic and fantastic additions to maps (Rehn 2016, 111-150).  

The Piri Reis map (1513), allegedly based on a lost Christopher Columbus map, there 

are several monsters along a moderately accurate outline of the coast of South America. 

Cynocephali are represented fighting in Brazil. They were expected to live there since 

Columbus believed he had reached the Far East sailing West across the Atlantic Ocean 

(Van Duzer 2013, 412-417; Masseti & Veracini 2016, 41-54). He met the Cariba (or 

Caniba) who gave the name to the Caribbean Sea and were allegedly men-eater (i.e. 

cannibals) (fig. 17). 

 

 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Peuple_des_cynoc%C3%A9phales_de_Nicobar.jpeg
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17 Cynocephali on the South America coast. Map of the world by Ottoman admiral Piri Reis (detail), 

1513. Library of Topkapi Palace Museum, No. H 1824.  

Url: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Piri_reis_world_map_01.jpg. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

Public domain.  

 

David Gordon White argues that the Gran Khan, Columbus expected to meet thinking 

he landed near Cathay, may have been perceived as Gran Can (i.e. Big dog) by Spanish 

people, leading to think that dog-people should have been discovered in the New World 

(White 1994, 1-17). Unfortunately, as Columbus wrote in his letters to Luis de St. Angel 

in 1493, he couldn’t any traces of the monsters during his explorations (National 

Humanities Center 2006, 1-5; Van Duzer 2013, 423-429). 

In Pierre Desceliers’ map (1550) there are not just names of places, but also images 

of buildings and specific groups of people. As space-fillers and to show an antiquarian 

taste of the owner or the artist, monsters and animals are scattered around the lands and 

carefully captioned. Cynocephali ended up depicted in Russia and Australia (Van Duzer 

2010, 221-231; Van Duzer 2013, 421-422) (fig. 18). 

 

 

18 Cynocephali in Australia. Map of the world (detail), Pierre Desceliers, 1550. British Library, Add MS 

24065. Url: https://it.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_world_-_Pierre_Desceliers,_1550_-

_BL_Add_MS_24065.jpg. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Public domain. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Piri_reis_world_map_01.jpg
https://it.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_world_-_Pierre_Desceliers,_1550_-_BL_Add_MS_24065.jpg
https://it.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_world_-_Pierre_Desceliers,_1550_-_BL_Add_MS_24065.jpg
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Conclusions 

Jung identified as part of the archetype of the wolf a creature who brings up the fear of 

darkness and the unknown in people’s minds. The unconscious reflection of this prejudice 

might be found in the Black dog syndrome and the folklore around the Big Bad Wolf of 

fairy tales. 

Anubis has been one of the most powerful and successful god of Antiquity. From the 

god of the dead, he became the one in charge of the funerary rituals as well as the judge 

of the Underworld. Living between worlds, Anubis had both chthonic and cosmic features 

who made him crucial for all sorts of relationships between gods and humans. 

Greek authors paved the way for the creation of the idea that Cynocephali could 

inhabit exotic lands, like Libya, Egypt, Ethiopia, and India. The influence of their stories 

and reports have influenced Hellenistic, Roman and Christian authors that reused and 

ampliated the agency of Cynocephali while the knowledge of the world grew with 

explorations and trade into far lands. 

The Greeks and the Romans joined Anubis with Hermes/Mercurius and Thoth 

creating Hermanubis, and later Ermete Trismegistus, who became the referent of magical 

spells during the transition from paganism to Christianity. Mythological creatures like 

Cerberus and Lycaon and the goddess Hekate might have helped the assimilation process 

between Greek/Roman and Egyptian magic and religion. 

In Alexandria, where Hermanubis had his cult centre and where the Bible was translated 

into Greek, Christians chose this peculiar god to embody the evil in order to attack and 

destroy paganism, putting him together with Satan, Lucifer, and the Devil. The salvation 

from the evil could then only come from the Archangel Michael or warrior saints like St 

Christopher. 

The shadow cast on Anubis and the other evil beings still influences primordial fears 

in the common imagery and imagination. It is recognisable in the depictions of 

Cynocephali in the Medieval and Modern cartography, going to represent the expectation 

of explorers, such as Christopher Columbus, Marco Polo, and Mandeville to find savage 

people and monsters in the new lands they were going to go. 
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Abstract: 

 

The Late Bronze and Iron Age (13th-12th centuries BCE) site of Beth-Shean in 

the Levant featured a spread of domestic, religious, administrative, and industrial 

architecture, along with large amounts of ceramic vessels, jewelry, inscribed stelae, and 

other locally-produced and imported objects. During this period of Egyptian hegemony 

in Canaan, Beth-Shean is identified in texts as a major administrative and military base 

for expatriate Egyptian personnel, who played an authoritative role in the region. While 

investigating the architecture and material culture of the site, the excavators observed that 

there were certain areas of the city with more Egyptian material, while other areas 

displayed more of a Canaanite cultural affinity. However, there were also sectors of Beth-

Shean with a broad-based multinational or hybridized character, where both Egyptian and 

Canaanite material culture amalgamated together.  

The border zones between the Egyptian and Canaanite districts of the city were 

the devices by which the two groups defined and delineated spheres of continuity or 

disjuncture. These interstitial boundaries, whether real or imagined, created spaces where 

various intersections of differences between the two cultures met and played out 

materially, and were therefore affected by diffusion and osmosis. In this study, the 

architecture and material culture of the border zones between the Egyptian and Canaanite 

precincts of Beth Shean will be analyzed and compared to the shared social and cultural 

areas of the city, in order to discover the individuals who would have mediated between 

 
124 Editors’ note: Working papers from the V CHAM International Conference are preliminary research 

drafts intended to stimulate discussion and critical comment. They are not peer-reviewed. Authors are 

responsible for the accuracy of the contents and for any errors. Conclusions should also be considered 

provisional. Comments and suggestions are welcome and should be directed to the authors. 
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the expatriate Egyptian administration and the local Canaanite population. These cultural-

brokers were the dualistic intermediaries who guarded the junctures of relationships 

between the indigenous system and the larger whole, revealing that the borders and 

contact zones were arenas of encounter and collision, thereby replacing the linearity of 

boundaries with the image of a liminal mosaic. 

 

Keywords 

Late Bronze Age – Iron Age – Beth-Shean – Canaan – Egypt – Expatriates – Cultural 

Identity – Hybridization – Interstitial – Cultural-Brokers  

 

 

Introduction 

Tel Beth-Shean is located in the southern Levant at the juncture of two important ancient 

near Eastern trade routes: a transversal road running east-west from the Mediterranean 

coast to Jordan and a north-south road running from Syria through the Jordan Valley. The 

Late Bronze Age and early Iron Age (c. 15th–12th centuries BCE) city of Beth-Shean 

consisted of 1.4 hectares on the top of the mound located in the southern part of the site 

(Mazar 2006, 26). The tell was excavated in the 1920s–1930s by the University of 

Pennsylvania and in the 1980s–1990s by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem125. The 

location of Beth-Shean at the crossroads of two major trade routes, as well as its elevated 

position above a fertile valley near the Harod River, gave the city an important strategic 

value.  

 For over 250 years, from the reign of Thutmose III in the mid-eighteenth dynasty 

(Late Bronze Age IB) to the reign of Ramses IV in the mid-twentieth dynasty (Iron Age 

IA), Beth-Shean was the center of pharaonic control in northern Canaan. During this 

period of Egyptian hegemony in the southern Levant, Beth-Shean is identified in texts as 

a major administrative and military base for expatriate Egyptian personnel, who played 

an authoritative role in the region 126 . A plethora of imported Egyptian and locally 

produced Egyptianized materials were discovered at the site and in the cemetery, 

however, material culture with an Egyptian affinity does not appear in large quantities at 

Beth-Shean until the 13th century BCE.  

 
125 For the University of Pennsylvania’s excavation reports, see Rowe 1930; 1940; FitzGerald 1930; James 

1966; and James and McGovern 1993. For the Hebrew University’s excavation reports, see Yadin and Geva 

1986; Mazar 2006; Mazar and Mullins 2007; and Panitz-Cohen and Mazar 2009. 
126  Beth-Shean is mentioned in the Canaanite city list at Karnak (Thutmose III), the Amarna letters, 

topographical lists (Sety I and Ramses II), and Papyrus Anastasi I (Ramses II). Several Ramesside Period 

Egyptian royal and private stelae and other inscriptions have also been discovered at Beth-Shean (see 

below). 
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 A quantitative analysis of over 6000 ceramic vessels from reliable contexts in the 

settlement showed that less than 4% of pottery in the 14th century BCE levels were 

Egyptian or Egyptian-style (Martin 2011, 143–155). However, in the Late Bronze Age 

IIB (Dynasty 19), the amount of Egyptian pottery at the site rises exponentially to 57%. 

This increase in pottery, along with other aspects of material culture, has been linked with 

an increased physical presence of Egyptians residing and working at Beth-Shean. The 

high percentage of Egyptian material at Beth-Shean continued into the early Iron Age 

(Dynasty 20), but then dramatically drops below 10% by the Iron IB. This drop 

corroborates with the Egyptian loss of control in Canaan and the retreat of Egyptian 

administrative and martial personnel from the southern Levant.  

 While investigating the architecture and material culture of the settlement at Beth-

Shean, the excavators observed that there were certain areas of the city with more 

Egyptian material, while other areas displayed more of a Canaanite cultural affinity. 

However, there were also sectors of Beth-Shean with a broad-based multinational or 

hybridized character, where both Egyptian and Canaanite material culture amalgamated 

together. These border zones between the Egyptian and Canaanite districts of the city 

were the devices by which the two groups defined and delineated spheres of continuity 

or disjuncture. These interstitial boundaries, whether real or imagined, created spaces 

where various intersections of differences between the two cultures met and played out 

materially, and were therefore affected by diffusion and osmosis. An analysis of the 

architecture and material culture of the border zones between the Egyptian and Canaanite 

precincts of Beth Shean, along with a comparison of the segregated social and cultural 

areas of the city, will provide insight into the individuals who would have mediated 

between the expatriate Egyptian administration and the local Canaanite population. 

 

Northern Beth-Shean 

The northern area of the Ramesside Period city of Beth-Shean featured a spread of 

residential, administrative, and industrial architecture and material culture. The western 

half of this district was defined by three large houses that also served a combined 

bureaucratic function. More than 74% of the ceramic vessels discovered in these 

residences were Egyptian-style (Martin 2011, 140). The largest structure, Building 1500, 

has been identified as an Egyptian four-sided villa due to its dimensions, architectural 

layout, foundations, entrance placement, T-shaped doorsills, inscribed doorjambs, and 

construction techniques (Mazar 2011, 168; Pierce 2013, 364–365). In Egypt, these villas 
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belonged to high-status individuals, who would reside in the edifices, as well as conduct 

business on the dais in the large central room of the residence (Koltsida 2007, 3). 

 The occupant of Building 1500 is commonly thought to be an Egyptian official 

named Ramsesuserkhepesh, whose name, titles, and achievements appear on several 

stone architectural features at Beth-Shean (James 1966, 4–8, 161–174)127. He, and his 

father Thutmose, whose inscriptions were also found in the city, are believed to have been 

the Egyptian governors of Beth-Shean during the Ramesside Period occupation of the site 

(Mazar 2011, 171–172). The large house east of Building 1500 has been compared to 

Egyptian ante-room villas of the New Kingdom (Pierce 2013, 364–366). This structure, 

Building 1700, also featured a central chamber with a dais, as well as several carved 

stones of architectural façade with Egyptian uraei and cornice motifs. The third Egyptian-

style house in the northern district, Building NC, was smaller than the other two, but 

contained many high-status Egyptian objects, including items related to a bureaucratic 

profession: a stone weight, ration-measuring bowls, and five engraved scarabs. The 

blueprint of Building NC is similar to Egyptian three-room houses, which were the typical 

residence of a middle-status state employee in New Kingdom Egypt (Koltsida 2007, 4; 

Pierce 2013, 362–364). 

 While the northwestern area of Beth-Shean included three large multichambered 

Egyptian houses that were used as residences and business centers for Egyptian 

administrators, the northeastern side was defined by three small houses with only one or 

two rooms each. The pottery discovered in these three houses, Buildings SG, SH, and SJ, 

was 75% Canaanite, in contrast to the 74% Egyptian-style ceramics of the larger houses 

to the west (Martin 2011, table 93). Traveling even further east, Canaanite ceramics made 

up 94% of the pottery repertoire, demonstrating that this eastern side of the city was a 

residential district for the local Canaanite population.  

 The border area between the Egyptian housing subdivision to the west and the 

Canaanite neighborhood to the east must have been a zone of mutual encounter, collision, 

and interaction between the two groups. Examining the architecture and material culture 

of this interstitial boundary will uncover data about the individuals who resided or worked 

in this liminal zone. These “cultural brokers” occupied an exposed dualistic position 

between the foreign Egyptian administrators and the local Canaanite population and most 

 
127 Ramsesuserkhepesh’s titles included “Commander of the Troops of the Lord of the Two Lands”, “Royal 

Scribe”, and “Great Steward” under Ramses III. His father Thutmose’s titles included “Captain of the 

Troops” and “Overseer of Foreign Countries”. 
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likely had to cater to both cultural echelons (Wolf 1956, 1075). Two buildings occupied 

the boundary region between the Egyptian and Canaanite neighborhoods in northern 

Beth-Shean. Unlike the structures to the east and west, these edifices were non-domestic 

and contained material culture related to buildings used for storage and industrial 

activities. The ceramic assemblage from these structures was made up of a more even 

distribution of cultural pottery types, with 55% of the vessels having an Egyptian affinity, 

while 45% were Canaanite in form and material (Martin 2011, 140–142).  

 The northern structure, Building NB, had an internal layout of one large chamber 

surrounded by five smaller rooms on three sides. Some of the smaller rooms lacked an 

entrance and contained remnants of grain, indicating that they were used as internal silos. 

The other rooms were filled with Egyptian and Canaanite bowls, cups, cooking pots, 

amphorae, and storage jars. The larger chamber contained a rectangular-shaped mudbrick 

feature coated with plaster that was probably a quern emplacement used to process the 

grain kept in the rooms. Other signs of food preparation included six grindstones, an oven 

niche, and Egyptian and Canaanite cooking pots. Since grinding cereals and cooking were 

female gendered activities in both Egypt and Canaan128, it is possible that these features 

demonstrate that Egyptian women were working in Building NB. However, the structure 

also contained a large quantity of Canaanite material related to food preparation, which 

could likewise point to the presence of Canaanite women working in this border zone 

between the Egyptian and Canaanite residential districts.  

 Building SK to the south was also a storage facility, although the bins of this 

structure contained flax remnants related to manufacturing linen as part of a textile 

industry (Panitz-Cohen and Mazar 2009, 145–150). Monochrome flax-based linen was 

the prevalent fabric type for cloth in Egypt, while textiles in the Levant were typically 

made of polychrome dyed wool (Vogelsang-Eastwood 2000, 286-290). Egyptian-style 

linen was discovered at Beth-Shean, along with other objects and features related to this 

industry including spinning bowls, spindle whorls, and needles. Egyptian linen was 

woven using thread spun from flax roves in a water-filled spinning bowl with interior 

handles that served as anchors for the thread (Peet and Woolley 1923, 61, 137). Over 30 

Egyptian spinning bowls were found in the Ramesside city of Beth-Shean. The presence 

of wall recesses with socketed stone bases and cedar beams might be evidence of an 

emplacement for an Egyptian upright loom in Building NB (Pierce 2013, 425–426). 

 
128 See Graves-Brown 2010, 73–98 and King and Stager 2001, 64–65. 
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  Spinning and weaving were also female gendered activities in New Kingdom 

Egypt, and the presence of flax and a possible loom in Buildings NB and SK, as well as 

nearby spinning bowls and linen, might demonstrate that Egyptian women were working 

in a textile facility located in the border zone between the Canaanite and Egyptian 

precincts (Graves-Brown 2010, 77–79). However, Egyptian spinning bowls were 

commonly found alongside Canaanite spindle whorls, which might also indicate that 

Canaanite women were a part of this industry at Beth-Shean. Borders and boundaries are 

areas that can commonly be associated with the materialization of gender, occupation, 

and cultural identity, especially in urban settings (Lugo 1997, 65). The boundary zone 

between the Egyptian and Canaanite neighborhoods in northern Beth-Shean was a place 

of hybridized and multicultural industries, where both Egyptian and Canaanite women 

processed grain, roasted in cooking pots, baked in ovens, spun flax, and wove linen 

together in shared spaces. These collective industries and the cultural brokers working in 

them demonstrate that the commonly assumed one-dimensionality of borders can be 

replaced with the concept of a multilevel cultural pastiche at Beth-Shean. 

 

Central Beth-Shean 

The central area of Beth-Shean included administrative, residential, and industrial 

districts. Like the northern region, the pottery and material culture across most of these 

districts reflected more of either an Egyptian or Canaanite cultural affinity. An Egyptian 

administrative and residential district was located in central Beth-Shean. The overall 

dimensions and material culture of a large building complex, Buildings SL and SP, 

indicated it had an Egyptian bureaucratic and storage function (Panitz-Cohen and Mazar 

2009, 127–129, 150–153). The ceramic assemblage of these two buildings was 78% 

Egyptian, including over 40 Egyptianized bowls that were being stored together for 

possible use as measuring cups for governmental rations (Martin 2011, table 93; Pierce 

2013, 524–529). Other material culture discovered in the building complex included high-

status objects like gold foil furniture-casings, scarabs, and over 100 pieces of jewelry 

made of gold, silver, carnelian, glass, faience, and stone. These items may have been part 

of an official Egyptian treasury for administrative use.  

 Directly east of this large administrative building complex was a residential 

neighborhood with two small houses, Buildings SM and SN. These edifices consisted of 

courtyards with subsidiary rooms and contained domestic installations, objects, and 

pottery. The ceramic assemblage of this housing subdivision was 74% Egyptian-style, in 
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contrast to the 74% Canaanite pottery in the neighborhood to the north and the 85% 

Canaanite pottery to the south (Martin 2011, table 93). The Canaanite residential area to 

the south consisted of a series of small houses with similar dimensions, layouts, pottery, 

features, and objects as the Canaanite neighborhood located in northern Beth-Shean. 

 West of this housing subdivision was an administrative district with two large 

buildings and a silo. The northern structure, Building 1372, had thick outer walls with 

four interior rooms and a long corridor. Objects discovered in the structure indicate that 

bureaucratic work was conducted inside, although it may have also served as a residence 

for an administrator like Building 1500 in the north. The southern large edifice, Building 

1353, had thick walls and four interior rooms without entrances, indicating a granary. 

Buildings 1353 and 1372 contained 80% Canaanite pottery, and even the large cylindrical 

mudbrick silo between these buildings was Canaanite in style and construction (Martin 

2011, 129). This southwestern area appears to have been an administrative building 

complex used by the local Canaanite population. Egyptian texts of the New Kingdom 

mention bureaucratic and martial posts held by Canaanites in the Levant under the 

supervision of an expatriate Egyptian governor (Helck 1971, 248-251). It is possible that 

this southwestern district contained the residence, business center, silo, and storerooms 

of a local Canaanite official employed by the foreign Egyptian governors living and 

working in the central and northwestern areas of Beth-Shean. 

 The borders and boundaries between the Egyptian areas to the north and the 

Canaanite districts to the south would have been spaces where various intersections of 

differences between the two cultures met and played out materially. Like in the northern 

border zone, the central border zone also contained an industrial area situated between 

the Egyptian and Canaanite precincts. The ceramics of this area were also an almost equal 

mix of Egyptian and Canaanite vessels. However, instead of centering on food processing 

and textile manufacture, the activities in this building were related to the silicate industry. 

This structure, Building 1260, consisted of one large room surrounded by four smaller 

chambers. Two circular ovens were discovered in this building, along with other 

installations and implements related to the creation of faience, glass, and glazed objects. 

Stone mortars and pestles were utilized to process raw materials and limestone and 

mudbrick bins were used for storage. Tools employed in the faience and glass industry at 

Beth-Shean included flint, bone, and bronze blades, borers, and other implements.  

 Raw materials, waste remnants, and finished products related to the silicate 

industry were also discovered in Building 1260. Several cakes of blue frit pigment and 
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misshapen or overfired glass and faience refuse were present in several of the chambers 

in the structure. Molds for beads and pendants demonstrate some of the object types that 

were manufactured in the facility. Many examples of glass and faience beads, earrings, 

rings, bracelets, pendants, scarabs, and cylinder seals were found in or nearby Building 

1260. Analyses of the chemical composition of these objects showed that the faience 

objects were manufactured from imported Egyptian materials, while the glass and glazed 

objects utilized local Canaanite ores and ingredients (McGovern and Swann 1993, 152–

164). The border zone between the central and southern Canaanite and Egyptian districts 

housed a building with both an Egyptian faience workshop and a Canaanite glass and 

glaze workshop.  

 While evidence of the Canaanite glass and glaze workshop existed before, during, 

and after the Egyptian occupation of Beth-Shean, the faience workshop was only extant 

while there was a known Egyptian presence in the city (McGovern and Swann 1993, 245). 

It is believed that expatriate Egyptian craftsmen were producing the faience objects using 

Egyptian raw materials and Egyptian technology, with local Canaanite craftsmen creating 

glass and glazed items using Canaanite raw materials and Canaanite technology, all in the 

same building. There is also evidence of the hybridization of aspects of the silicate 

industry between the two cultures. Some of the Egyptian effloresced faience objects were 

overlaid with a glaze manufactured from local Canaanite ores and materials (McGovern 

and Swann 1993, 161). The Egyptian and Canaanite craftsmen were not only working 

alongside one another in the same building, but they were also working together to create 

new hybridized technologies and objects. Like the border zone in the north, the interstitial 

boundary in the south was a space of cultural contrast and complement, however, the 

cultural brokers here were also affected by diffusion and osmosis in technology and 

production. 

 

Southern Beth-Shean 

The building with the silicate workshop was not the only edifice in the southern border 

zone between the Egyptian and Canaanite administrative and residential precincts. The 

silicate workshop was attached on the western side to a larger structure, Building 1072, 

where the majority of the faience, glass, and glazed jewelry and objects at Beth-Shean 

were discovered. This edifice was bordered on the north by an Egyptian administrative 

district, to the west by a Canaanite administrative area, and to the east by a Canaanite 

residential neighborhood, making it the focal point of southern Beth-Shean. Building 
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1072 and its surrounding area has been identified as a cultic precinct due to its architecture, 

layout, installations, ceramics, and finds (Mazar 1992, 173–177). The building was a 

traditional Canaanite tripartite temple, with entrance rooms, a central main hall, and a 

rearmost naos. The large main hall of the temple featured two central column bases, 

mudbrick benches along three walls, stone receptacles in two corners, and a mudbrick 

altar next to a rear staircase that led to the naos.  

 The altar in the naos consisted of a large mudbrick platform capped by limestone 

slabs. A third altar was discovered outside of the temple, however, this altar was made of 

basalt and surrounded by ashes and charred faunal remains, showing that it had been used 

for burnt animal offerings. While this basalt altar and most architectural aspects of the 

temple were typically Canaanite, some decorative features were Egyptian in nature. Blue 

pigment from Egypt was used to paint the inner sanctum and the remains of several stone 

architectural elements, including door jambs, lintels, and doorsills, were inscribed with 

the names and titles of Egyptian officials and praise formulae (Rowe 1940, 4). This 

cultural mix of architectural features and ornamentation in the temple are the initial pieces 

of evidence that this cultic area was utilized by both the local Canaanite population and 

expatriate Egyptian residents of Beth-Shean in the Ramesside Period (Mazar 2011, 161; 

Mullins 2012, 151–152). 

 Similar to the northern and central border zones at Beth-Shean, the ceramic 

assemblage in the cultic precinct was an almost even combination of Canaanite and 

Egyptian pottery types. Vessels in the temple included prestigious varieties, like imported 

faience lotus bowls from Egypt, as well as more quotidian local examples, like Canaanite 

undecorated bowls. Many of these vessels would have held offerings presented by 

Egyptian and Canaanite worshippers in the temple. A group of faience bowls and chalices 

buried underneath the stairway leading to the naos has been interpreted as a ceremonial 

foundation deposit (James and McGovern 1993, 6–7). Jewelry constituted a large part of 

this foundation deposit as well, and earrings, rings, bracelets, beads, scarabs, seals, and 

amulets spread throughout the entirety of the cultic district included an assortment of both 

Egyptian and Canaanite types and styles. Most of the faience, carnelian, and alabaster 

jewelry featured Egyptian deities, hieroglyphs, and motifs. The names, titles, and images 

of Egyptian gods and goddesses appearing on the jewelry included Amun, Ptah, 

Renenutet, Seth, and Bes, while other pieces featured divine Egyptian animals like the 

baboon or uraeus. Some jewelry pieces were in the shape of or inscribed with hieroglyphic 

signs and texts, including several royal names and titles.   
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 The Canaanite-style jewelry was typically manufactured out of gold, bronze, or 

bone, and featured designs like petals, leaves, rosettes, crescents, horns, drop-shapes, or 

star discs. One pendant showed an unnamed divine figure wearing a Canaanite headdress, 

however, most of the Canaanite jewelry was engraved with or in the shape of divine 

motifs that represented deities, like an eight-rayed star disc for Ishtar, a crescent with 

horns for Yarikh, or a rosette applique for Baal (James and McGovern 1993, 241). These 

gold foil appliques would have been sewn onto clothing or headbands and represent an 

exclusively Canaanite type of adornment. While some of the jewelry in the temple was 

part of a foundation deposit, the majority were most likely used as votive offerings or to 

adorn cult statues in the sanctuary (James and McGovern 1993, 241). 

 No large divine statues were discovered in the cultic precinct, however, over forty 

small metal, stone, and clay figurines were distributed throughout the temple. Only a few 

examples were manufactured from bronze, including one of a seated Egyptian god 

holding a scepter and another of a standing Canaanite deity. A stone statue of a Horus 

falcon wearing the Egyptian double crown was found near the altar. Almost half of the 

clay figurines in the temple were Egyptian-style, including couchant bulls and felines, 

uraei, duck head appliques, and zoomorphic stands, while an almost equal amount 

consisted of Canaanite female figurines and zoomorphic appliques for rhyta and other 

vessels (James and McGovern 1993, 8, 172–173). These anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic clay statuettes could embody divine attributes, be apotropaic, or represent 

deities. There were also a few rare examples in the temple of culturally hybridized 

figurines. Some of the clay cobras were similar to the Egyptian uraei examples, but with 

the addition of applied clay breasts similar to the Canaanite nude female figurines. These 

clay female cobras are thought to represent a syncretization of the Egyptian cobra goddess 

Renenutet and the Canaanite goddess Astarte (Aston 2009, 556). 

 The syncretization of Egyptian deities with foreign divine counterparts was 

common in New Kingdom Egypt (Tazawa 2009). The Egyptian god of chaos, Seth, was 

connected with the Canaanite god of storms, Baal, and the Egyptian mother goddess, 

Hathor, was linked with the Canaanite goddess of fertility, Astarte. Many more foreign 

Canaanite deities were connected or amalgamated with various Egyptian deities, and 

pharaohs celebrated their worship through the erection of shrines and temples to these 

syncretized gods and goddesses in Egypt. Royal and private votive stelae discovered in 

the temple at Beth-Shean show Egyptian men and women worshipping both Egyptian and 

Canaanite deities. Three royal stelae of local basalt placed in the cultic precinct show Sety 
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I and Ramses II venerating the Egyptian deities Re-Horakhty and Amun-Re (Rowe 1930, 

24, 29–30, 33–37). The inscriptions of these stelae related how these gods helped the 

kings protect Beth-Shean from local Canaanite attacks, mediate Canaanite tribal disputes, 

and perform other feats of military power in Canaan. Egyptian goddesses were also 

worshipped in the temple at Beth-Shean, for example, several objects, including an ivory 

clapper, faience menat, and gold mounted head, were related to the goddess Hathor. 

 Other material culture and stelae from the temple show Egyptian kings and private 

citizens venerating Canaanite deities. A serpentine cylinder seal depicts Ramses II 

shooting arrows at a target, while a Canaanite deity presents a scimitar to the pharaoh 

(Rowe 1940, 21–28). This typical New Kingdom scene represents the deity providing the 

Egyptian king with military victory, however, the god traditionally depicted in Egypt is 

Amun-Re. A private stela from the temple depicts two Egyptian officials, “The Architect 

Amenemopet” and “His Son Paremheb” worshipping a seated Canaanite god with a 

pointed beard and horned conical cap with streamers labeled as “Mekal, The God of Beth-

Shean” (Rowe 1930, 14–17). Unnamed gods with the same characteristics are found on 

objects throughout the cultic precinct and the city. Although Mekal is unknown outside 

of Beth-Shean, his attributes identify him as a local variant of the Canaanite deity Baal 

(Thompson 1970). The stela’s text stated that Paremheb commissioned and dedicated the 

stela to Mekal in order to seek the god’s favor on behalf of Paremheb’s deceased father 

Amenemopet.  

 Canaanite goddesses were also worshipped by Egyptians in scenes on private stela 

found in the temple at Beth-Shean. One example shows a man named Hesinakht 

worshipping the Canaanite goddess Antit, who is described as “Lady of the Sky, Mistress 

of All the Gods” (Rowe 1940, 31, 33–34). The text includes the standard funerary formula 

to ensure an eternal supply of offerings for Hesinakht through the support of Antit. 

Although Antit is unknown outside of Beth-Shean, she has been linked with the Canaanite 

goddesses Anat or Astarte through her atef crown and scepters (Budin 2000, 299–300). 

An almost identical Canaanite goddess is portrayed on a limestone private stela from the 

temple, however, in this example, the Egyptian worshipper is female (Rowe 1940, 8, 31). 

The accompanying text is unreadable, but the stela demonstrates that both female and 

male Egyptians were utilizing the temple to worship Canaanite deities. The architectural 

plan and features, decorative elements, vessels, jewelry, figurines, and inscriptions 

discovered in the cultic precinct at Beth-Shean are evidence that the temple was used by 

both local Canaanites and expatriate Egyptians to worship both foreign and local gods 
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and goddesses. Like the border zones in the northern and central areas of Beth-Shean, the 

southern border zone was a space of cultural diffusion, amalgamation, and exchange 

between the Egyptian and Canaanite residents of the city. 

 

Conclusions 

Most of the Ramesside Period city of Beth-Shean was divided into separate Canaanite 

and Egyptian residential and administrative districts. The expatriate Egyptians working 

in the city as foreign administrators lived and worked in structures located in the 

northwest and central areas of the site. The Egyptian high-status officials identified in 

inscriptions in the city, Ramsesuserkhepesh, Thutmose, Amenemopet, Paremheb, and 

Hesinakht, lived in and utilized large buildings with centralized rooms to conduct 

business associated with their governmental positions. A large administrative building 

complex in the central area of Beth-Shean was also used by these officials, along with the 

storage of a treasury of high-value objects. Smaller houses to the east probably belonged 

to Egyptians working in middle-status governmental positions. The architecture and 

material culture of these residential and administrative areas reflected an overwhelmingly 

Egyptian cultural identity.  

 Other regions in the city were almost exclusively Canaanite in terms of ceramics, 

finds, and architecture. Canaanite residential neighborhoods with small houses were 

located in the northeast and southeast areas of Beth-Shean. In the southwest, a high-status 

Canaanite official lived and worked in a large building complex that included a residence, 

business center, silo, and storerooms. The separation between the domestic quarters and 

bureaucratic centers of the expatriate Egyptians and local Canaanites at Beth-Shean 

demonstrates that the division and disjuncture in living and working spaces was an 

important aspect of cultural identity for the occupants. The assertion of cultural identity 

is especially promoted in urban multiethnic settings, where individuals tend to become 

more self-conscious with regard to their origins, and cultural identities thus acquire an 

everyday relevance (Eriksen 1993, 80-81). 

 However, these same divisions are not clearly delineated in other areas of Beth-

Shean, where members of both the Egyptian and Canaanite populations coexisted and 

interacted, resulting in a process of cultural collaboration and influence. These 

multicultural regions were located in the boundary zones between the segregated 

residential and administrative cultural precincts of the site. These interstitial border zones 

were socially constituting sites of identity formation and laboratories for observing the 
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complements and conflicts between the two cultures. The boundary zones housed three 

industrial facilities with an almost equal amount of foreign Egyptian and local Canaanite 

material culture related to food production, textile manufacture, and silicate craftwork. 

The Egyptian and Canaanite cultural brokers who worked in these industries were the 

intermediaries who “stood guard over the crucial junctures of synapses of relationships 

which connect the local system to the larger whole” (Wolf 1956, 1075).  

 The southern border zone was the largest multicultural area in Ramesside Period 

Beth-Shean. This large cultic precinct was a focal meeting point for both Egyptian and 

Canaanite residents of the city. The temple structure itself was a mixture of Canaanite 

architecture and Egyptian ornamentation. Material culture in the temple showcased a 

broad-based variety of foreign deities, including Amun, Ptah, Renenutet, Seth, Bes, Horus, 

Hathor, Re-Horakhty, and Amun-Re, as well as local Canaanite deities like Baal, Mekal, 

Ishtar, Yarikh, Astarte, and Antit. Egyptian kings and private citizens were shown 

worshipping male and female Egyptian deities in the cultic precinct, along with Canaanite 

gods and goddesses. Many objects and features related to Canaanite worship practices, 

such as the basalt burnt altar and garment appliques, demonstrate that Canaanites were 

using the temple alongside their Egyptian neighbors. This shared area of boundaries and 

borders can be linked to the concept of the “thirdspace”, due to the form of cultural 

consciousness and hybridity associated with the phenomenon (Soja 1996). The 

interaction and collaboration between the Canaanite and Egyptian cultural brokers in the 

border zones of Beth-Shean resulted in the hybridization and syncretization of industrial 

technologies and cultic practices, therefore replacing the harsh linearity of a border with 

an image of a liminal cultural mosaic. 
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