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introduCtion: rhetoriCs oF deMoCrACy  
in the AMeriCAs

Adriana Angel, Michael L. Butterworth, and Nancy R. Gómez

in her review of the book Rhetoric	in	South	America, edited by maría alejan-

dra Vitale and Philippe- Joseph salazar, christa J. olson acknowledges the 

common assumption that the rhetorical tradition is uniquely north ameri-

can. as she writes, “over the centuries during which rhetoricians in north 

and south america have ignored one another—or, rather, in which we in 

the north have claimed inheritance of the tradition—our scholarship has fol-

lowed that supposedly single tradition to rather different ends.”1 of course, 

the book to which olson responds is itself an indication that the borders 

between “north” and “south” are, and have been, shifting. Beyond the work 

of Vitale and salazar, others have foregrounded the rhetorical intersections 

among and between the americas.2 in the words of olson and René agustín 

De los santos, in their introduction to a special issue of Rhetoric	Society	Quar-

terly, the field should argue “for the richness of ‘Latin’ american rhetori-

cal history on its own terms while also urging a wider notion of Américan 

rhetoric grounded in long histories of hemispheric interaction.”3 We take 

such interactions seriously, inspired by recent work and the efforts of other 

theorists to “uncouple the name of the [Latin american] subcontinent from 

the cartographic image we all have of it.” in other words, this book endeavors 

to explore rhetorical practices among and between the communities of all 

the “americas,”4 with less investment in geographic boundaries and more 

investment in democratic culture.

the interest in expanding territorial and theoretical reach requires more 

than a simple declaration. We are far from the first set of critics who wish to 

redefine the boundaries of the field, after all. indeed, we are stepping into 

existing conversations, at times overlapping and other times diverging, within 
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rhetorical studies about related matters of borders, colonialism, and racial 

identity. as Boaventura de sousa santos contends, the very notions of “north” 

and “south” are themselves metaphors: “the global south is not a geographi-

cal concept, even though the great majority of its populations live in coun-

tries of the southern hemisphere. the south is rather a metaphor for the 

human suffering caused by capitalism and colonialism on the global level, 

as well as for the resistance to overcoming or minimizing such suffering.”5 

Writing more specifically about geographical borders, Robert Dechaine sub-

mits, “the doxastic, world- making function of the border signals its preemi-

nence as a rhetorical mode of enactment. that is to say, borders are produced, 

defined, managed, contested, and altered through human symbolic prac-

tices.” Dechaine is referring to the conventional borders of the nation- state, 

in particular the border between the United states and mexico, and his edited 

collection evaluates the border’s effect on “popular understandings and expe-

riences of citizenship and identity in the United states today.”6

the border between the United states and mexico warrants critical atten-

tion, but it is far from the only location that shapes our understanding of 

such citizenship and identity. Bernadette calafell and fernando Delgado, 

for example, are invested in the political identities of Latina/o populations 

and they resist the homogenization of unique groups from distinct areas. as 

they explain, “Geographically situated Latina/o identities—each with their 

own sense of community and ethnicity—such as chicanos in the southwest, 

cuban- americans in south florida, and Boricuas in the northeast, compli-

cate the pursuit of a singular Latino identity, community, ideology, or aes-

thetic.”7 meanwhile, in his study of the young Lords of new york, Darrel 

Wanzer- serrano invites critical orientations from outside these geographical 

boundaries, noting, “i think it is possible and desirable to be guided chiefly 

by decoloniality and perspectives that emerge from the Global south.”8 this 

sentiment articulates well with de sousa santos’s notion of the “epistemol-

ogy of the south,” in which he emphasizes that the “understanding of the 

world is much broader than the Western understanding of the world.”9

this current and intense Latin american decolonial discourse resonates 

with our purpose of thinking locally about the rhetorics of democracy in 

the americas. in other words, we want to contribute to the epistemic shift 

suggested by decolonial authors such as de sousa santos, anibal Quijano, 

and Walter mignolo,10 and explore democracy through the voices and stand-

points of Latin american authors who have themselves experienced the 

colonial, political, and social realities of the region. however, we cannot and 

do not want to claim that ours is a “pure” standpoint with no influence of 
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eurocentric and hegemonic ideas and traditions. on the contrary, writing 

and reflecting on the americas invites us to account for diverse authors, the-

ories, and phenomena, even those from a eurocentric tradition. We celebrate 

perspectives such as decoloniality, afrocentricity, and asiacentricity because 

of their strong critiques of the eurocentric hegemonic production of knowl-

edge and their invitation to epistemic decolonization.11 We acknowledge that 

the transnationalization and globalization of knowledge give us the opportu-

nity to listen to regional and alternative perspectives and to articulate them to 

hegemonic standpoints that have been more widely circulated.

the work of all of these scholars points specifically to the interests of this 

book, but we should acknowledge that they are also connected to a larger 

disciplinary focus on race. Lisa flores has made the case for what she calls 

“racial rhetorical criticism, or rhetorical criticism that is reflective about 

and engages the persistence of racial oppression, logics, voices, and bodies 

that theorizes the very production of race as rhetorical.”12 her project hails 

a range of scholars, including many who focus specifically on the construc-

tion of identities in and between the “americas.” although our focus is not 

explicitly on race as an isolated category, we find inspiration in flores’s rhe-

torical attitude. moreover, we share the sentiments of michelle colpean and 

Rebecca Dingo in their contribution to a forum on racial rhetorical criticism 

in Communication	 and	 Critical/Cultural	 Studies. in support of flores, they 

caution against what might be termed academic tourism, or the tendency 

simply to add a reference or a case study from a “marginal” population and 

consider the work of inclusion to be done. against this, they “call for white 

and Western scholars in particular to be attentive to the tricky politics of 

capitalizing on the struggles and domination of nonwhite and/or exoticized 

groups of the ‘Global south’ being used as ‘interesting’ case studies that do 

not substantially shift or decolonize dominant rhetorical scholarship and 

that may inadvertently serve to sustain the field’s racist practices.”13

We believe these commitments echo olson’s observation from above, and 

we contend that scholarship itself constitutes and acts on its own set of bor-

ders. thus, in keeping with Wanzer- serrano, we agree that “scholars	 must	

first	alter	the	intellectual	terrain	from	which	we	as	critics	and	theorists	speak	and	

listen.”14 it is our hope that this collection resists any tendency to “tour” dif-

ferent democratic terrains and that the individual voices of the scholars here 

may theorize a collective understanding of the “americas” as inclusive and 

pluralistic. this theorizing opens pathways to Latin american rhetorical per-

spectives and democratic phenomena that rarely circulate in north america 

and that are often excluded when studying democracy. the transnational 
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approach that this book offers can help scholars understand democracy 

beyond eurocentric and Us perspectives. the book also shows how rhetoric 

has been inherited, resignified, and reformulated in Latin america and how 

Latin american scholars coming from traditions such as linguistics, semiot-

ics, discourse studies, and philosophy of language are doing “rhetorical stud-

ies” without using this label to name their work. thus this book spotlights 

Latin america as a locus of articulation that also establishes dialogues with 

other authors and approaches around the world in order to understand the 

current challenges of democracy across the americas and the role that rheto-

ric plays in those contexts.

Before we move forward, we would like to comment on two important mat-

ters: the discursive choices we make with respect to terms such as “Latina/o” 

and “Latinx” and our own scholarly positionality. first, we recognize that 

“Latinx” has increasingly become the preferred term in the academy in the 

United states. the virtue of the term is based, at least in part, on its inclusivity. 

however, as Karrieann soto Vega and Karma chávez explain, perhaps more 

important is its status as “an inherently interlocking category, overtly signaling 

attentiveness to coloniality, ethnicity and gender, and implicitly pointing to race 

and sexuality.”15 nevertheless, soto and chávez also note that “Latinx” is not 

universally accepted, especially for those who prefer the distinction between 

Latina and Latino as it is gendered in spanish. as Breny mendoza suggests, 

“there is always something that is lost in the translation” in these concepts, 

and we want to preserve the distinctive meanings between languages as much 

as is possible.16 Because this book works across the borders we have thus far 

described, accounting for territories within which it may not be the preferred 

term, we will not use “Latinx” to define this project. however, we respect the 

choices made by individual authors in this volume to use “Latinx” in specific 

contexts, and so readers will see the term in chapters 3 and 4.

second, we believe it is important to state our own orientation to the sub-

ject matter of this book. two of us are Latina scholars, from different cit-

ies in colombia, who received their doctoral degrees at ohio University in 

the United states. Both are scholars informed by an upbringing in south 

america and an enculturation to higher education in north america. the 

third among us is a white scholar from the United states. although his exper-

tise is in rhetoric and democratic theory, he cannot claim to be a scholar of 

Latin america in particular. our overlapping histories at ohio University 

have allowed us to establish friendships and a productive academic partner-

ship. in 2014, faculty between the Universidad de manizales and ohio Uni-

versity gathered with other scholars from central and south america for the 
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symposium “communication Dialogues Between north and south.” then, 

in 2015, ohio hosted scholars from colombia for a return symposium, “com-

munication and social change in the americas.” in between these two events, 

the three of us organized and presented a panel for the 2015 international 

communication association, called “Dialogues of communication Between 

north and south.” as these conversations developed, ohio also engaged with 

Universidad Del norte, leading to collaborations based on interests in health 

communication, intercultural communication, and political communication. 

our original idea for this book emerged out of these scholarly activities and 

conversations, giving us now several years to have conceptualized its contri-

bution to rhetorical studies. moreover, our work together has taught us the 

value and richness of articulating our different identities, traditions, interests, 

and regions in order to overcome hegemonic interpretations of phenomena. 

We have taken advantage of our own unique positionalities to offer a dialogue 

where scholars with different backgrounds, contexts, and races reflect on the 

role of rhetoric in shaping democracy in the americas.

assessing Democracy in the americas

While the scholarship cited above has contributed much to our understand-

ings of citizenship and identity across the americas, we aim to complement 

this work with a specific focus on democracy. Democracy, of course, is among 

the most vital concepts in rhetorical studies, and recent scholarship has been 

especially robust with respect to democratic deliberation and citizenship. 

Writing against the contemporary tendency to overemphasize the impor-

tance of voting, Josiah ober maintains that democracy’s original meaning 

points toward “the collective capacity of a public to make good things hap-

pen in the public realm.”17 similarly, octavio Paz notes that “the foundation 

of democracy is the belief in the ability of citizens to decide with freedom 

and responsibility on public matters.”18 how, then, does a public make good 

things happen or make decisions on public matters, if not through rhetoric? 

as David timmerman and todd mcDorman suggest, “Democracy is impos-

sible without the practice of public discourse and dialogue among citizens.”19 

Rhetoric therefore requires the mutual engagement of citizens because, as 

Benedetto fontana maintains, it “emerges, develops, and thrives under con-

ditions of conflict, competition, and strife.”20 this suggests that, as much as 

references to elections and democratic institutions are instructive, we also 

must consider other modes of democratic citizenship, what Robert asen 
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refers to as “a mode of public engagement.”21 With this in mind, our aim is to 

account for democratic interventions in daily life across the americas. this 

might lead us to examining “compensatory division” in the occupy move-

ment and its critique of Wall street in new york city; it might focus on the 

emergence of “networked activism” in the Zapatista resistance in chiapas, 

mexico; or it might direct our attention to mass gatherings in opposition to 

the costly staging of the olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro.22 in such cases, 

we believe the voices of engaged citizens become the means by which we can 

consider democracy’s promise.

as we enter the third decade of the twenty- first century, democracy’s 

promise may appear in doubt. indeed, although making sense of rhetoric 

and democracy’s mutual dependence on each other is far from a new enter-

prise, it is worth taking stock of the contemporary moment. for example, 

when the Brazilian people elected Jair Bolsonaro as their next president, 

Western mainstream media reacted with worry and alarm. a Financial	Times 

headline declared, “a Bolsonaro Victory Will Put Brazil’s Democracy to the 

test.” meanwhile, The	 Atlantic asked, “can Brazil’s Democracy Withstand 

Jair Bolsonaro?” and the Washington	Post warned, “Democracy is in Danger 

all over the World: Brazil is Just the Latest example.”23 What would prompt 

such reactions to the free election of a new president in the world’s fourth- 

largest democracy? in short, defenders of democracy saw in Bolsonaro what 

they saw happening around the world: a resurgence of hyper- nationalism 

that, at best, could be called “populist” and, at worst, might be considered 

“fascist.” across europe, north america, and south america, the legitimiza-

tion of right- wing nationalism has increasingly been a cause for concern.24

many of Brazil’s neighbors, since the mid- 2010s, have experienced what 

some call the “Latin american spring.” Popular demonstrations in mexico, 

chile, Venezuela, argentina, Bolivia, and colombia have challenged govern-

ments with allegations of economic instability, corruption, and social inequal-

ity.25 Late in 2019 in Bolivia, President evo morales resigned after thirteen 

years in office, a decision that came after the organization of american 

states leveled accusations of electoral fraud. the new interim government 

has faced daily clashes between supporters of morales accused of advocating 

a “socialism of the twenty- first century” and those who sought a political turn 

to the right.26 then, in colombia, citizens organized national strikes (para	

nacional) to demonstrate opposition to President iván Duque. specifically, 

protestors expressed frustration with labor conditions, corruption, and lack 

of support for the peace agreements signed with the former Revolutionary 

armed forces of colombia (faRc).27
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in the United states, meanwhile, commentators have declared a “crisis of 

democracy” with growing frequency. in a widely publicized essay, former Us 

senator, secretary of state, and presidential nominee hillary Rodham clinton 

warned, “our democratic institutions are under siege.” specifically identify-

ing President Donald trump as the cause, clinton pointed to the Us govern-

ment’s failure to provide adequate hurricane relief in Puerto Rico, cruelty in 

its immigration policy, attacks on a free press, and corrupt relations with Rus-

sia.28 yet as troubling as the trump administration’s actions have been, we 

should avoid the temptation to reduce all democratic limitations to him and 

his associates. indeed, various factors—from the idiosyncratic mechanism 

of the electoral college to legacies of racialized capitalism—have fueled grow-

ing doubts about the legitimacy of democratic elections and government.29

Beyond the United states, the nations across the western hemisphere face 

similar doubts, as citizens grow weary of ongoing corruption, gridlock, and 

instability prompted by global tensions. of Bolsonaro’s election in Brazil, the 

New	York	Times acknowledges, “in a country traumatized by violent crime, 

his iron- fisted approach to law and order has appealed to voters in tradition-

ally left- wing strongholds.”30 meanwhile, newly elected mexican president 

andrés manuel López obrador capitalized on similar sentiments. as former 

mexican ambassador to the United states arturo sarukhan expressed in the 

Washington	Post, “fed up with politics and politicians as usual and driven 

by the tone- deafness and hubris of the three mainstream political parties, 

mexicans chose someone to kick the legs out from under the table instead of 

simply resetting the dinnerware.”31 in colombia, before the national strikes 

revealed dissatisfaction with iván Duque, voters elected him in part due 

to outrage over the previous administration’s negotiations with the faRc, 

which included “guarantees of softer sentencing for rebel leaders and guar-

anteed seats in congress.”32

of the thirty- four countries of north, central, and south america, cuba 

is the only one that currently does not have some version of democratic 

government. yet nearly every one of these nations faces some form of the 

disquiet described above. even the relative tranquility of canadian politics 

has been interrupted by the “dramatic rise in the number of white national-

ist and right- wing extremist groups operating in canada.”33 in light of such 

widespread turmoil, it might be easy to lose faith in rhetoric’s democratic 

potential. however, a longer view of recent decades reminds us that ameri-

can nations have abolished dictatorships, ended internal armed conflicts, 

hosted radical left-  and right- wing governments, embraced wars against ter-

rorism, and experienced significant mobilization processes on behalf of the 
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civil society. in other words, the relationship between rhetoric and democ-

racy is both variable and contestable. as much as contemporary events can 

be discouraging, we believe that the promise of democracy still lies in modes 

of rhetorical engagement and action. thus, we ask, how have these actions 

affected democratic culture? how has rhetoric facilitated or constrained 

efforts to expand democracy’s reach? how can future rhetorical choices 

enhance the health of democracy?

contrasting and converging histories

the americas constitute a rich cultural, geographical, and theoretical ter-

rain to study the intersections between rhetoric and democracy, not only 

because of the several challenges to implement and maintain democracy in 

the region, but especially because of the diversity found within and between 

the nations in the region. Democracy manifests differently across the hemi-

sphere and various rhetorics underlie its history, characteristics, and chal-

lenges. moreover, rhetorically, the United states has positioned itself as an 

advocate and guardian of democracy and has presented itself as the coun-

try called upon to implement—through distinct media and discourses—the 

democratic model across central and south america.

a brief history and reflection of the current characteristics of democracy 

in the americas may help us better understand the role of these intersections 

between rhetoric and democracy in the context of the different cases, situa-

tions, artifacts, and speeches analyzed throughout this book. this summary 

is necessarily incomplete, but it can contribute as a contextual frame of the 

rhetorical practices contained herein. the thirty- four nations we cited earlier 

have adopted democracy not only as a formal political model, but also as a 

set of micro- practices related to the active participation of their citizens. even 

though the United states implemented democracy relatively rapidly, most 

countries in Latin america have struggled to define a political model and a 

system of governance. these struggles can be attributed both to european 

imperialist legacies manifest in colonialism, civil wars, militarism, and dic-

tatorships and to the imperialism and interventionism of the United states.34 

indeed, as we will show in the next brief historical account, the United states 

has significantly influenced Latin american political and development mod-

els over the last decades.

after gaining their independence from england, spain, and Portugal, the 

countries of the western hemisphere strove to implement liberal political 
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systems based on european constructs such as freedom and equality.35 these 

principles have influenced the politics, economics, and even the daily life 

of the United states for centuries, but they have not had the same impact 

in nations to the south. Latin american countries followed, in the 1920s, a 

positivist wave in which the main goal was to achieve modernity.36 as Paz 

explains, this goal was compromised from the beginning, as the standards 

of modernity were imposed by european and north american influences. in 

particular, the various attempts at social, economic, and political moderniza-

tion have been burdened by the legacy of colonialism and spanish heritage, 

leading many in Latin america to view modernity as “our goddess and our 

devil.”37 nevertheless, this ideology was reproduced by intellectuals and poli-

ticians from the United states, and it led most of the countries of central 

and south america to approach their societies as organic systems guided 

by scientific laws that, if well applied, would lead the peoples of the south to 

defeat the ignorance that kept them behind.38

During the 1950s, Latin american nations started looking for new 

models of development and, therefore, for original political and economic 

paths. the cuban Revolution embraced a unique model of development in 

which socialism could be created through the implementation of guerrilla 

groups.39 the revolution allowed fidel castro to replace the historical legiti-

macy of democracy with a revolutionary legitimacy and, in turn, constitute 

a bureaucratic dictatorship.40 other countries in Latin america adopted this 

kind of revolution in rural areas, through states, and supported by guerril-

las in order to implement socialist models of development.41 in response to 

this rise in socialism, Us president John f. Kennedy created the alliance for 

Progress to implement moderate reforms in the region and divert attention 

from socialism.

the 1960s and 1970s exhausted populism and developmentalism in the 

region.42 these decades also revealed a set of political practices known as 

patrimonialism or clientelism that, by the hand of democratic and social-

ist governments (and even dictatorships), had an enormous impact in Latin 

america.43 this system, inherited and learned during the spanish and Portu-

guese colonial period, led politicians to govern the public realm as it if were 

private property, the bureaucracy to be based on personal relationships, and 

the state to present itself as the holder of wealth. this also resulted in a sym-

biotic relationship between entrepreneurs and the state in which the former 

has a clientelist relationship with the latter in order to obtain economic and 

political benefits.44 this type of relation explains the magnitude of corruption 

in Latin america, an issue that will be addressed later.
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By the 1980s and 1990s, agencies such as the World Bank and the inter-

national monetary fund promoted the implementation of neoliberalism in 

order to overcome the emergence of nationalism across Latin america. neo-

liberal policies invited these countries to embrace privatization, liberaliza-

tion, tax reforms, deregulation, and reduction of the state.45 the reduction of 

the state that resulted from the so- called Washington consensus consider-

ably weakened Latin american democracies and led to numerous financial 

crises years after their implementation.46 the vocabulary of neoliberalism 

provides an important anchor for this book, not because we believe it to be 

the only lens through which we can view democratic conditions but because 

it has had a disproportionate influence on the relationships between the 

United states and the other american nations. the origins of neoliberalism 

emerged as an economic experiment, theorized by chicago school scholar 

milton friedman and deployed in south america in the early 1970s. that 

experiment emerged in the aftermath of a coup in chile, orchestrated by 

augusto Pinochet and “backed by Us corporations, the cia, and Us secre-

tary of state henry Kissinger.”47

in the decades since, neoliberalism has become the hegemonic discourse 

among the nations of the democratic West.48 as Wendy Brown defines it, 

neoliberalism is

most commonly understood as enacting an ensemble of economic 

policies in accord with its root principle of affirming free markets. 

these include deregulation of industries and capital flows; radical 

reduction in welfare state provisions and protections for the vulner-

able; privatized and outsourced public goods, ranging from education, 

parks, postal services, roads, and social welfare to prisons and militar-

ies; replacement of progressive with regressive tax and tariff schemes; 

the end of wealth distribution as an economic or social- political policy; 

the conversion of every human need or desire into a profitable enter-

prise . . . ; and, most recently, the financialization of everything and the 

increasing dominance of finance capital over productive capital in the 

dynamics of the economy and everyday life.49

the influence of neoliberalism is by no means restricted to the chilean 

“experiment.” as mark Goodale and nancy Postero note in their introduc-

tion to the book Neoliberalism,	 Interrupted, studies of Latin america reveal 

“a spectrum of responses to what can be described as ‘maturing neoliber-

alism,’ from a Bolivian revolution that is framed as a formal rejection of 



introduCtion  11

neoliberalism to colombia’s deepening recommitment to the full suite of 

neoliberal social, political, and economic practices.”50 as neoliberal initia-

tives have matured, so, too, have organized efforts to resist “colonial heritages 

and similar postcolonial subjugation to global and economic and political 

powers.”51 in other words, neoliberalism—as both economic and rhetorical 

rationality—has fostered resentments and the capacity for social movements 

to emerge across the globe.

one such response since the 2000s has been a post- neoliberal trend that 

has emerged in Latin america.52 thus presidents focused on regulating mar-

kets and increasing public spending as a way to enlarge the state intervene in 

the economy and improve citizens’ quality of life. some media and scholars 

saw in this new turn to the left the emergence of a new socialism, hailed 

as the “socialism of the twenty- first century.”53 as we noted at the outset, 

despite the fact that most Latin american countries adopted leftist and left- 

center democracies in the early years of the new century, many of them have 

reverted to right- wing governments. two cases stand out in this shift. first 

is Venezuela, a nation that for almost twenty years has implemented the 

so- called twenty- first- century socialism approach, and that has now brought 

about the increase of inflation to levels of more than 800 percent and the 

deterioration of Venezuelans’ quality of life because of the shortage of food, 

medicine, medical attention, and educational services. although elected 

through popular vote, the presidencies of both hugo chávez and nicolás 

maduro have weakened democratic practice and limited the promises of a 

new socialism. the election of a right- wing president in chile constitutes 

the second recent case in Latin america that demonstrates the political 

movement back to the right. following the presidency of socialist michelle 

Bachelet, chileans returned sebastián Piñera to the office he had held from 

2010 to 2014. Piñera’s election signaled that the consolidation of left- wing 

government in south america that appeared to have taken hold in the early 

twenty- first century had given way to a right- wing resurgence. in the past few 

years, “conservatives have come to power in argentina, Brazil and Paraguay, 

and Venezuela’s ‘Bolivarian Revolution’ has come under severe pressure 

with anti- government protesters taking to the streets for months. the win by 

Piñera further consolidates that trend.”54

meanwhile, as challenges to neoliberalism ebb and flow in south america, 

the north—and, in particular, the United states—continues to emphasize 

neoliberal practices through commitments to privatization, international 

monetary control, and free trade. in the midst of controversies about bor-

der control, detaining immigrants and separating families, and building a 
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border wall between the United states and mexico, President trump facili-

tated a renegotiation of the north american free trade agreement (nafta). 

nafta, and other deals like it, has long been a representative target of 

anti- globalization activists and those who believe neoliberalism has exacer-

bated economic inequality. this offered the prospect of an unusual alliance 

between trump and those on the far left; however, the new deal—called the 

United states–mexico–canada agreement—includes only minimal changes 

to nafta.55 furthermore, despite trump’s unconventional presidency, Us 

economic policy remains largely unaltered. meanwhile, it is possible that 

trump will affect the United states’ global influence elsewhere, especially 

with respect to the military. although still infatuated by military power, he 

has been unpredictable with defense policy, most dramatically symbolized by 

his sudden announcement of the United states’ withdrawal of troops from 

syria and his gamesmanship with iran.56 such moves stand in contrast to 

the prevailing mindset of Us leaders in the past four decades. much more 

commonplace has been a worldview informed by american exceptionalism, 

through which military actions are deemed necessary and moral if and when 

the United states declares them to be so.57

the United states’ aggressive and often belligerent approach to foreign 

policy and military intervention has led to growing criticism in the interna-

tional community. the election of President Barack obama ushered in an 

era of some renewed optimism, but even his more measured approach to 

global affairs retained Us troops in afghanistan and iraq, and also increased 

the use of military drones.58 the legacy of the “war on terror,” especially the 

war in iraq, has mitigated some of the United states’ influence and even 

isolated it to a degree from its neighbors. as a result, despite neoliberal gov-

ernments of their own, mexico and canada “have retained some degree of 

policy autonomy from the U.s. regime.”59 canada is an especially interest-

ing contemporary case, given the international popularity of Prime minis-

ter Justin trudeau. a political progressive in many ways, trudeau is more 

nuanced than leaders such as George W. Bush and more diplomatic than 

Donald trump. yet the optimism with which many have greeted trudeau has 

waned, in part because many on the political left have been disappointed by 

his stances on the environment and trade, while those on the political right 

have viewed him as ineffectual in foreign policy.60 his reputation was further 

marred by the discovery of older photos showing him wearing “blackface,” 

a controversy that did not prevent him from winning reelection in 2019 but 

may have contributed to his Liberal Party losing its legislative majority.61
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trudeau’s fortunes aside, it is clear the United states still sets the agenda 

in north america and beyond. Us leaders routinely invoke the nation’s pre-

sumed exceptionalism, and it maintains enough economic and military lever-

age to dictate policy to many of its allies. most centrally, the United states 

declares itself to be the world’s leading example in democratic governance. yet 

if the structure of democracy remains in place, what is to be made of demo-

cratic engagement among its citizens? the two- party system between Demo-

crats and Republicans remains relatively stable, despite frequent criticisms 

that they both uphold the same general values.62 meanwhile, many citizens are 

cynical about politics and voter turnout is relatively unimpressive. in the 2016 

presidential election, for example, only 55 percent of the voting- age population 

cast ballots.63 Us citizens tend to view government more favorably at the local 

level over the national, and they increasingly see issues in partisan terms.64

Despite contemporary challenges, citizens in the United states work within 

a long- established tradition of shared values rooted in classically liberal politi-

cal principles, such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.65 accordingly, 

democracy in north america is often linked to an anglo tradition rooted in 

the philosophy of John Locke, where reason and the protection of individual 

liberties is crucial.66 While this amounts to a truncated genealogy of democ-

racy in the United states, it is fair to conclude that these underlying values 

shape interpretations of democratic health in north america. and, although 

Us ideology dictates the terms of engagement across the americas, we also 

want to turn our attention to some of the principles shared in the south.

Latin america is not a homogeneous region and democracies in central 

and south america have taken shape differently from nation to nation. how-

ever, it is possible to identify some common characteristics of central and 

south america that, in turn, distinguish them from the United states and 

canada. one such difference is a colonial heritage that, unlike the coloniza-

tion in north america, reproduced the iberian ethos of the spanish and Por-

tuguese colonizers. following the ideas of ignacio Walker and Jorge carpizo, 

we observe that this iberian ethos is evident in institutions and processes 

such as (1) the adoption of catholicism and, along with it, a hierarchical and 

thomistic thinking; (2) a clientelist, centralist, and elitist legal and political 

system inherited from the spanish and Portuguese traditions; and (3) span-

ish as the common official language of most Latin american countries (even 

though Brazilians speak Portuguese, it is easy for spanish speakers to under-

stand Portuguese and vice versa).67 in addition, the notion of democracy in 

Latin america owes more to the influences of continental european theory, 
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made most obvious in the philosophy of Jean- Jacques Rousseau. Whereas 

the Lockean tradition favors an emphasis on individual liberty, the Rous-

seauian tradition grants more attention to the collective.68

this common colonial heritage has influenced certain attributes of Latin 

american democracies: first, the fragmentation of weak political parties that 

coalesce around potential presidential figures and change their ideology in a 

pendulum movement according to the conveniences of the moment.69 sec-

ond, the emergence of left- wing populisms that bring paternalistic and mes-

sianic leaders to power outside the rules of institutions and the legitimacy 

of political parties.70 third, the consolidation of electoral democracies—that 

is, democracies where participation is limited to electoral voting but lack 

mechanisms for citizen oversight, governance, and institutional strength-

ening. fourth, a fragile and weak civil society that rarely organizes itself to 

pursue long- term social and political projects. fifth, the increase of corrup-

tion as a consequence of patronage practices inherited from the colony and 

now transnationalized with globalization.71 sixth, the crisis of governance, 

which arises as a result of populist, plebiscite, and personalist democracies 

in which citizens have little confidence in institutions and accomplish sev-

eral practices “outside” the frame of those institutions.72 finally, these are 

democracies defined by levels of poverty that, despite improvements in 

recent years, contend with problems of hunger, malnutrition, and illiteracy. 

Likewise, these are societies with significant levels of violence and gangs.73

many of these features—both the attributes and limitations of democracy—

will be featured in the analyses contained in this volume. Before turning to 

an overview of the chapters, we want to clarify three assumptions we have 

made as editors. first, we have oriented the book to identify the intersections 

of rhetoric and democracy as a means to interrogate the material conditions—

that is, political, religious, economic, social—that shape the emergence of 

certain democratic rhetorics as well as the symbolic consequences of these 

rhetorics on concrete democratic processes. consequently, we view democracy 

discursively, understanding it in terms of the rhetorical devices and ideas that 

both underlie and shape democratic processes across the americas. following 

scholars such as Russell hanson, Robert ivie, and Gerard hauser,74 we claim 

democracy is itself a rhetorical construction: the mere idea of democracy as a 

superior and ideal model requires rhetorical work and, therefore, the natural-

ization and incorporation of certain values and ideas associated to this political 

system throughout both the hemisphere and the world.

second, we understand rhetoric, on the one hand, as an object to be stud-

ied, which means the studies in this book approach speeches, grass roots 
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movements, and organizations as rhetorical exemplars of democratic prac-

tice in the americas. on the other hand, we view rhetoric as a method/orien-

tation and a theoretical invitation to consider how democracy is constituted 

rhetorically. in short, this project embraces a more constitutive than instru-

mental view of rhetoric. We consider rhetoric as a multifaceted phenomenon 

that works ideologically, mythologically, and ritualistically to constitute cul-

tures and foster the construction of collective identities for social movements 

and activism in the americas. at the same time, this standpoint leads us to 

study how certain rhetorics of democracy work as power devices that natural-

ize and institutionalize democracy at macropolitical and microsocial/cultural 

levels. With these ideas in mind, we concur with Lisa flores, who suggests 

“that the art of rhetorical criticism is concerned with politics and publics, 

with cultural discourses and social meanings, with rhetors and audiences. 

not merely observers, rhetorical critics are social actors, guided by our the-

oretical knowledge, our methodological skills, and our critical senses, who 

seek through our work to bring both insight and judgment.”75

third, the book makes every effort to capture democratic rhetorics across 

international borders. Ultimately, the examination of these diverse contexts 

will show and extend the field of rhetoric beyond the north american perspec-

tive where rhetoric is often confined. thus this book is designed to cultivate 

conversations among and between the hemispheres, with the acknowledg-

ment that limiting any conception of rhetoric to only “north” or “south” is 

politically problematic. this is why, to the extent possible, we have curated 

contributions from scholars across the americas, including argentina, Bra-

zil, colombia, mexico, and the United states. in addition, our authors attend 

to other national contexts, including cuba, Guatemala, and Venezuela. We 

cannot claim to be comprehensive, as there are certainly contexts and con-

cerns we have not attended to in these chapters. however, we believe these 

studies collectively speak to previous calls in rhetorical studies to “offer a 

view of américan rhetoric that acknowledges and attempts to account for the 

hemispheric complexities of symbolic action.”76

overview of chapters

the chapters of the book recognize democratic ideals as irreducible to a single 

Western perspective and reflect the ways social minorities, both in north and 

south, question unique discourses that disguise the juxtaposition of differ-

ence. thus the authors thoughtfully consider the fluidity and tensions of local, 
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national, and global forces to deconstruct and construct democratic values, 

which are always in “becoming.” in doing so, the chapters of the book engage 

in constructive dialogue to interrogate plural forms of democratic processes 

in the americas not simply based on universalist approaches. the authors 

enter into the conversation that asks for the rhetorical modes of democratic 

culture and the new foundations to understand the transformations occur-

ring in the region from the perspective of marginalized populations, such as 

immigrants, ethnic minorities, and victims of homophobia and racism.

the first section of the book, “Questioning narratives of Democracy 

Beyond the West,” navigates the possibilities of deconstructing metanarra-

tives of democracy coming from the Western tradition while drawing atten-

tion to the multiplicity of voices of excluded groups to interrogate a single 

democratic framework in the americas. in chapter 1, christa olson argues 

that democracy’s rhetorical relationship with the material is thoroughly topo-

graphical, as appeals to the democratic hemisphere make democracy a state 

of nature native to the americas. By sketching a map of democratic topog-

raphy, olson shows, through the work of different rhetors from the United 

states and Latin america, how land and the grounds for democratic rhetoric 

ultimately cannot be separated, setting up a presumption of natural democ-

racy that was literally grounded in the western hemisphere.

José cortez proposes in chapter 2, from the perspective of postnational 

rhetoric, a reevaluation of the concept of topos to highlight the complex under-

standings of democracy. cortez’s chapter depicts the impossibility of repro-

ducing a single narrative of democracy in the United states and stresses the 

need to renew our meanings of democracy in the region rooted in the notion 

of topos. for cortez, we are bearing witness to the emergence of a different 

regime of political signification in light of the breakdown of the nation- state 

form, which means democracy cannot be understood strictly from a single 

framework. in his chapter, cortez examines how mexicans appeal to the 

land with the language of democracy and points out the complexities of con-

flicting views that are present on the “topoi” ground to question a universal 

democratic framework in the americas and create new meanings of cultural 

identity and citizenship in the hemisphere.

turning to a specific scenario in the way minority groups challenge West-

ern narratives, alberto González, amy n. heuman, and Linsay m. cramer 

address in chapter 3 how Donald trump’s essentializing rhetoric in contro-

versies surrounding “the wall” along the Us- mexico border and nafta have 

made possible the emergence of counternarratives such as “draining the 

democracy”—a rhetorical play on trump’s claims to “draining the swamp” 
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that symbolizes the political establishment in Washington, Dc—to illustrate 

Latin american nations’ incredulity toward the metanarrative of the demo-

cratic ideals of the United states. their analysis then suggests several con-

sequences for democratic politics, both within the United states and across 

the americas.

René agustín De los santos emphasizes in chapter 4 the need to reconsider 

the significance of democratic values and citizenship in the United states, 

drawing attention to the case of Latin american migrants in the United states 

to examine contemporary forms of citizenship and to highlight the complexi-

ties of the binational rhetorics and rhetorical capacities of migrants living in 

the United states. in his chapter, De los santos reminds us how migrants 

can often experience contemporary citizenship in conflicting ways that might 

legitimize the traditional notion of Us citizenship or inspire other democratic 

ideals toward very different ends. his argument emphasizes the potential 

contradictory nature of contemporary migrant civil societies to resist meta-

narratives that reinforce the Us or mono- national gaze of democracy.

in chapter 5, michael L. Butterworth turns his attention to the ideologi-

cal work of “american exceptionalism.” offering a critique of american 

exceptionalism as a foundational myth, Butterworth interrogates President 

obama’s efforts to normalize relations with cuba through the idea of “base-

ball diplomacy,” a rhetorical construct rooted in the notion of “democratic 

exceptionalism.” By examining media reports about baseball diplomacy and 

analyzing their portrayals of american exceptionalism, he focuses on the 

ways that diplomatic efforts in and through baseball present american cul-

tural identity. more critically, the chapter points to the limits of american 

exceptionalism, especially in light of growing doubts about United states’ 

status as a democratic exemplar.

the second section of book, “Problematizing and Reconstructing Democ-

racy in Latin america,” moves out of the Us context to interrogate how the 

intersections of rhetoric and democracy help rhetorical scholars examine the 

material conditions and the symbolic consequences of democratic processes 

in sociohistorical contexts in Latin america. in doing so, the authors of this 

group reflect on the material realities and democratic ideals that mobilize 

civil action toward very different political ends in the region. each of the 

chapters of this section reflects on the possibilities of Latin american popu-

lations to understand democracy in their own terms and reality rather than 

allowing Western discourses to speak for them.

in chapter 6, adriana angel points to discourses on Guatemalan cor-

ruption to identify the vocabularies that different types of actors use to 
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communicate about this phenomenon. she examines the notions of “fraud,” 

“democracy,” and “interventionism” as the three main terministic screens to 

demonstrate how understandings of corruption extend beyond the domain 

of politicians and include individuals’ perceptions and symbolic action in 

everyday practices. one of the central contributions of angel’s chapter is to 

show the relationship between rhetoric and democracy in the specific context 

of corruption in Guatemala, a problem faced by all countries in the ameri-

cas. angel’s analysis attentively demonstrates how the central implication of 

corruption is its threat to democracy rather than other political, economic, 

social, and cultural consequences.

clara eugenia Rojas Blanco draws attention in chapter 7 to a group of 

political women activists in ciudad Juárez and their political actions to 

gain political recognition as speaking subjects. Rojas approaches mexican 

women activists by emphasizing their rhetorical agency as it relates to issues 

of power and its political and democratic implications. her ethnographic 

inquiry offers a deep analysis of her conversations with local grassroots 

women activists in the discursive context of the emergence of civil delibera-

tions to form civil spaces of deliberation underlined by the moral exigency of 

the feminicide in ciudad Juárez.

in chapter 8, Pamela flores and nancy R. Gómez depict the complexities 

of considering human rights while considering religious beliefs untouch-

able in the context of the 2016 peace agreement in colombia between the 

state and the faRc. in their chapter, the authors primarily focus on the use 

of gender ideology by opponents of the agreement, arguing that opponents 

were able to frame the discussion in terms that defined “gender ideology” as 

a threat to traditional religious norms and values. the chapter accentuates 

how conflicting views in the public sphere reveal the possibilities, contradic-

tions, and limits of democratic ideals in colombia. for Gómez and flores, 

democracy might not be understood from universalist framework but always 

in a continuous contestation in which power is disputed between various 

political, religious, economic, and social forces.

carlos Piovezani’s analysis in chapter 9 demonstrates practices in Brazil-

ian media that marginalize “popular” speech among the political elite. more 

specifically, Piovezani shows how depictions of former president Luiz inácio 

Lula da silva as unrefined serve conservative political efforts to define popular 

discourse as aggressive and foolish. such portrayals are of particular concern 

because they are rooted in assumptions about the poor and disempowered 

populations in Brazil. Despite Lula’s electoral successes, the negative images 

of him constructed by the media have facilitated the interests of the elite 
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and delegitimized progressive social programs. Piovezani, therefore, invites 

readers to consider what becomes of “the people” when elite interests control 

narratives about democracy.

Presenting a critical analysis of the ways in which cristina fernández 

de Kirchner’s ethos is constructed in her farewell address, alejandra Vitale 

shows the multiplicity of narratives of democracy from Latin america in 

chapter 10. Vitale thoughtfully reflects on the implications of fernández 

de Kirchner’s farewell address for argentina’s democracy by legitimizing 

herself before her audience as a future opponent of mauricio macri rather 

than praising democracy and the popular vote in the tradition of presidential 

farewells. Vitale argues how fernández depicts macri as a potential traitor 

of argentinian democracy while presenting herself as the nation’s hope to 

realize democratic ideals when she returns once the four years of mauricio 

macri’s presidency have run their course.

to conclude the book, abraham Romney moves our attention in chapter 11 

to examine the implication of the narrative of crisis in democracy in Venezu-

ela. Romney navigates the rhetoric of the crisis under nicolás maduro, exam-

ining the legacy of the failed coup in 2002 that nearly ended hugo chávez’s 

presidency. Romney’s analysis of media representation of the more recent 

economic crisis under maduro shows how both maduro’s government and 

its opposition reinforce the rhetoric of spectacle to frame events symbolically, 

connect them to a group’s ideology, and drive community action. in contrast 

with the rhetoric of spectacle that perpetuates the spectacle’s “real unreal-

ity,” Romney explores how Venezuelans might create narratives of “everyday 

humanity” that can unite the country politically and resist facile representa-

tions from outsiders.





1
the deMoCrAtiC heMisPhere

Christa J. Olson

cultivators of the earth are the most virtuous and independent citizens.

—thomas Jefferson, Notes	on	the	State	of	Virginia

Land is alive and thinking and . . . humans and non- humans derive 

agency through the extensions of these thoughts.

—Vanessa Watts, “indigenous Place- thought”

Place and territory have long been central to rhetorical theory, and rhetori-

cians have dealt repeatedly with democratic topoi and with democracy itself 

as a topos.1 in this chapter, however, i urge rhetorical studies beyond the 

common places of the commonplace. i argue that, while democracy’s rhetor-

ical connection to the land is evocatively described by the part- metaphorical, 

part- literal cast of rhetorical theory’s favorite territorial concept, the topos 

falls short in its ability to illuminate both democracy and land. it is genera-

tive to analyze democracy and land as inventional resources or “storehouses 

of social energy.”2 But rhetorical studies ought also track how democracy 

acquires and requires territory in ways that exceed the conventional frame of 

the topos, especially its tendency to emphasize land as a concept more than 

the land itself. Democracy’s connection to land is deeply seated and often 

simultaneously symbolic, historical, material, and relational.3 as the epi-

graphs above and indigenous communities’ enduring decolonial struggles 

remind us, social life is firmly rooted not only in common places but in the 

ground.4 Democracy’s topography shapes democratic arguments and their 
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consequences; it births affects, relationships, and actions. this chapter maps 

the metaphorical and literal terrain of democracy in the american hemi-

sphere and, in the process, asserts both democracy and rhetoric as earthy, 

muddy matters that resonate with but exceed existing topical theories.

for much of the modern era, america has been democracy’s epicenter.5 

Uprooted from Greece and dug into new soil with the shovels of conquest, 

democracy colonized its environment. it became not only the defining 

american mode of governance but also so endemic to america that the 

soil itself could be imagined as its origin. since then, democracy’s hemi-

spheric homeland has informed, constrained, and materialized arguments 

made about democracy both within the americas and beyond. to trace that 

democratic topography, i follow the arguments it has authorized and the 

territorial claims made on it. i begin, though, by introducing this chapter’s 

place- holding terms.

the rhetoricity of landscape has been well established.6 Likewise, scholars 

have shown how land itself has rhetorical valence.7 in this chapter, i intro-

duce two territorial terms that further advance rhetorical studies’ capacity to 

address land’s rhetoricity. i treat here not only land but also the telluric and 

topography.

telluric means “of the earth.” While not a common word in english, in 

spanish lo	telúrico	served as a key term for the mid- twentieth- century adher-

ents of tropicalismo, an intellectual movement invested in the cultural poten-

tial of the american tropics.8 Tropicalismo understood the character and 

potential of Latin america as grounded in its geospatial location. human 

beings, governments, and arts were telúrico—of the earth. that framing had 

material as well as metaphorical consequences. Lo	telúrico	was a strategy of 

appeal and the foundation from which arguments emerged. i invoke that 

dual sense of the telluric in this chapter: its earthy tones appear in arguments 

made about democracy, and it grounds the very possibility of those argu-

ments. as a framing concept, “the telluric” connects three primary ways that 

land	informs democracy: arguments gain their power from appeals to com-

mon ground, territorial rights are often the object of democratic arguments, 

and physical places provide standing for those arguments.

the term “topography” serves a similar function, given its etymological 

link to both land and marking. however, where the telluric emphasizes ori-

gins, topography indexes land’s ongoing action. it acknowledges that land 

shapes arguments. though the suffix “- graphy” might suggest abstraction, 

my argument here emphasizes the land itself as a source of inscription. Link-

ing land to inscription risks treating the land primarily in terms of language 



the deMoCrAtiC heMisPhere  25

about it. But in this chapter, land is the agent, not the patient of marking. the 

land imprints its inhabitants, marking us. this assertion takes even further 

caroline Gottschalk Druschke’s admonition that “retaining a focus on the 

material aspects of the landscape—its creeks, rivers, and soils—along with 

its symbolic content—its existence as a concept—is critical to understanding 

its function as an inducement to action.”9 traversing the topography of the 

democratic hemisphere reveals how the land itself—as material—induces 

action that is best understood as rhetorical.

that last step, returning to the rhetorical, is essential. my explanations of 

the telluric and topography have emphasized physical land, but land does not 

preexist rhetoric. they are simultaneous and co- constitutive. Rhetoricians 

have long been stuck with the dyad of the symbolic and the material, with 

Burke’s division between symbolic action and nonsymbolic motion, but this 

chapter treats the elements of that dyad as so fundamentally intertwined that 

separating them inherently misshapes them. in this, i take a cue from recent 

trophic approaches to rhetoric that move beyond ecological metaphors and 

toward awareness of how matter and energy move together and move us.10 

Rhetoric and land, as Druschke—informed by marisol de la cadena and 

eduardo Viveiros de castro—notes, are always in equivocal relation.11

noting rhetoric’s equivocal work across multiple material, symbolic, 

and territorial contexts underscores that democracy’s topography is consti-

tuted, not given. the practices of democracy in america are grounded and 

made. the claim that democracy is inextricably connected to land—and, 

more specifically, to american land—developed over time and emerged 

out of repeated acts of moving, mapping, and governing. it is a product of 

argument and occupation. the created aspects of that topography have also 

become natural and material over time. asserted, disputed, and accepted, 

democracy has been so thoroughly pressed into its terrain that it has become 

the ground being mapped. this democratic grounding happened, at least 

in part, because democracy actually does require land. as i will show in the 

coming pages, the notion of a particularly democratic hemisphere is deeply 

connected to both colonial occupation and the decolonial land claims that 

refuse elite efforts to establish a democratic hemisphere in their own image.

Democracy’s topos is muddied. it is always simultaneously material, 

symbolic, and practical. how any individual or group talks about democracy, 

lives it, and experiences it is, ultimately, all part of the topography. to do 

democracy is to be telluric. in this chapter, i bring democracy’s telluric, topo-

graphical nature into focus by placing hortatory claims for the democratic 

hemisphere alongside struggles for land rights. i put the imaginaries and 
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territories of elite white and criollo people in contact with the imaginaries 

and territories of the peoples they have colonized.12 the democratic hemi-

sphere, i suggest, emerges in the tectonic clash between them. there are 

commonplaces here, but settlers’ appropriation of the common requires that 

rhetoricians understand the force of the land “otherwise.”13

Land of freedom and independence

athens was once the undisputed homeland of democracy, and the Greek polis 

is still dusted with democracy’s romantic sediments. in the late eighteenth 

century, however, colonists shifted the democratic homestead west toward a 

“new” world where american liberty and rights were offered as stark con-

trasts with the monarchical “old World.” over time, america gained place 

as the democratic hemisphere, the seat and soil of popular sovereignty. that 

political topography, rhetorically constructed yet telluric, has had substantial 

implications for argument and action, practice and place.

of course, a “hemisphere” is more an idea than a geographic object. the 

earth does not come pre- sectioned into politically acceptable units, so West-

ern settlers have divided it for ourselves. it is easy to recognize the rhetoricity 

of political mapping—the boundaries of nation- states, the names of cities. 

hemispheres hide their rhetorical construction a bit more. organized by 

continents, equators, and meridians, hemispheres may seem to be elements 

of physical reality. But, of course, meridians, continents, and equators are 

themselves partially imagined objects. invoking the hemisphere gives a geo-

logical imprimatur to claims (and territories) that are thoroughly anthropo-

genic yet also thoroughly rooted in the land.

the “american hemisphere” is the perfect case study for this political for-

mation of a geophysical unit. separated from the other continents by vast 

oceans and readily captured more or less on its own in a two- dimensional 

view of the globe, america appears a naturally distinct object. yet its divi-

sion from other landmasses and presumed internal coherence are also 

constructed. after all, as the editors of this volume remind me, whether 

“america” is one continent or two depends on where you stand.14 and, imag-

ining an american hemisphere	requires accepting the location of the prime 

meridian at Greenwich, england, in the “old World.” Likewise, though there 

is contiguous land all the way from hudson’s Bay to the strait of magel-

lan, crossing it would require significant technological capacity. Land is as 

much a barrier to internal cohesion as are oceans; it simply makes different 
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demands.15 finally, as my invocation of hudson and magellan signals, the 

shape of america is, ultimately, grounded in the history of violence and 

theft that began in europe’s fifteenth century. the western hemisphere, the 

american continent(s), and the “new World” are products of colonialism. 

they are lands of defense, slaughter, conquest, and reclamation.

even more remarkable than the hemisphere’s apparent geospatial natu-

ralness is its acquired natural geopolitics. over time, american territory has 

become coterminous with democracy—not just its site but its terroir. it has 

become a landmass defined by popular sovereignty not simply because of 

the human governments populating it but also—and sometimes more cen-

trally—by virtue of the land itself. indeed, assertions of telluric democracy 

appear as often in contexts bereft of popular rule as in those (nominally) 

embracing it. this presumption of democratic territory has been articulated 

with particular conviction by white elites in the United states who place the 

center of the democratic hemisphere always within their own nation- state. 

But rhetors in Latin america—especially criollo elites—have staked their 

own claims to telluric, topographical democracy. colonized by the democratic 

hemisphere mapped out in the north, Latin americans have cast shade on 

america’s democratic territory, laid claim to it, and drawn it farther south.16

even as elite rhetors have asserted the freedom- loving nature of their 

hemisphere, however, control of land has been foundational to the practice 

of settler colonial democracy in america. Policies requiring property for 

citizenship sit alongside land reform campaigns, indigenous sovereignty 

claims, and the unfulfilled Reconstruction promise of forty acres. they all 

link the promise of equality, sovereignty, and opportunity to the land. access 

to land rights has repeatedly reshaped the topography of the democratic 

hemisphere. But the metaphorical nature of democratic topoi has, simulta-

neously, underwritten democracy’s limited application.

to map that circumscribed topography, this chapter begins with colonial 

racial science and James monroe’s 1823 “Doctrine” of hemispheric distinc-

tion. it then roughs in key sites from north and south. to close, it shifts from 

the telluric epideictic articulated primarily by elites to the decolonial actions 

that have echoed across the land since the time of conquest, putting the lie to 

elite protestations of hemispheric spirit and demonstrating the limits of topi-

cal understandings of democracy’s territory. elite appeals to the democratic 

hemisphere, i argue, repeatedly make democracy not a form of government 

or a way of life but a passive state of nature endemic to the americas. indig-

enous demands for land, in turn, make democratic land an active and thor-

oughly literal partner. those competing notions of land and democracy have 
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had distinct consequences for how people across the american continent(s) 

participate in actually existing (or nonexistent) democracy.17

telluric effects

from the moment that the landmass home to the Quechua, mexica, nish-

naabeg, L’nuk, and others became the “new World,” territorial distinction 

has defined america. early in the colonial era, rhetors on both sides of the 

atlantic presumed that distance from europe meant not only differences in 

flora and fauna, but also differences in lifeways. those assertions continue 

to resonate today.

in political terms, colonial- era territorial distinction meant constraints on 

local authority, differential systems of taxation, and exclusion from decision 

making. eager to keep power consolidated, spanish monarchs limited posi-

tions in colonial administration to spain- born spanish men of “clean” blood. 

Britain, though it allowed colonists some self- rule, still limited its scope. as 

the eighteenth century passed, american- born criollos looked with distain 

at the gauchupines who held power over them and British settlers bristled 

at laws underscoring their subordinate status. those senses of distinction 

grounded in physical distance and political control gave colonial difference 

environmental valence.

not only was sheer distance a palpable marker of territorial division, but 

the racial (and racist) science of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries 

grounded human difference in telluric influences. some european scien-

tists theorized that the american climate would eventually reduce “civilized” 

europeans to “barbaric” indians. count Georges- Louis Leclerc Buffon argued 

in his Histoire	Naturelle that the swampy climate of america led inevitably to 

degeneration, citing as evidence the continent’s lack of large mammals and 

the rusticity of native americans. Later european thinkers extended Buf-

fon’s natural history to politics, arguing that the degenerative effects of the 

americas would infect any species introduced into the continent—includ-

ing humans. abbé Guillaume thomas- françois Raynal and abbé cornelius 

dePauw each wrote best- selling treatises on the subject that influenced pub-

lic opinion in europe and provoked furious responses from the americas. 

Perhaps most famously, thomas Jefferson dedicated a large portion of his 

Notes	on	 the	State	of	Virginia	 to debunking the theory of degeneration and 

even tried to send Buffon a bull moose as counterevidence.18 Using pen 

and brush, spanish americans likewise agitated against racial theories that 
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would demean their climate, its produce, and themselves.19 these american 

elites aligned themselves culturally and intellectually with europe, but the 

push and pull of topographical difference increasingly informed a sense of 

necessary distinction from europe. though staunchly opposed to theories of 

degeneracy, if not to the racist hierarchies of caste and color that undergirded 

them, american settler elites developed a sense of american difference that 

was written in soil and climate and had significant consequences for the 

political future of their hemisphere.

embracing the Democratic hemisphere

in the early years of the nineteenth century, after the United states had 

achieved its independence and while spain and Portugal’s former colonies 

agitated for their own, the stakes of american distinction became particularly 

stark for elite settler rhetors. Working from sites of power—capital cities, 

church pulpits, and major public forums—they invoked democratic inevita-

bility to authorize existing power or inaugurate new regimes. in the words of 

those rhetors from the United states and (to a lesser extent) Latin america, 

we find the most elaborated and consistent sense that democracy was more 

than a chosen political system; it was telluric in nature and topographically 

determinant.

the “Doctrine”—articulated in President James monroe’s seventh annual 

message to congress, on December 2, 1823—imagines a hemispheric 

(rather than a specifically national) affinity for democracy.20 monroe’s words 

are carefully circumscribed—cautious about committing the United states 

to military support for its neighbors and avoiding confrontation with euro-

pean powers. still, they assert an essential disconnection from europe, one 

defined not only by the expanse of the atlantic ocean but also by character. 

President monroe writes, “the political system of the [european] allied pow-

ers is essentially different . . . from that of america.”21 While he is initially 

focused on politics rather than territory, later portions of the doctrine invoke 

the continent itself to articulate america’s political distinction. he asserts, 

“it is impossible that the allied powers should extend their political system 

to any portion of either [american] continent without endangering our peace 

and happiness.”22 Declaring that “the american continents, by the free and 

independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are hence-

forth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization,” monroe met-

onymically offers the continents themselves as bastions of democracy.23
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in monroe’s formulation, the democratic topography of the hemisphere 

remains latent. he emphasizes political differences and only obliquely makes 

the land a source for those innate differences. for monroe, land is a topos 

more metaphorical than physical. even so, his words present the continents 

themselves as free and independent, not just the people occupying them. 

monroe’s metonymy prepares the ground for future arguments planting the 

political particularity of the new World in american soil.

twenty- five years later, Walt Whitman did just that. famous lines from 

“song of myself” and “Poem of many in one” make american character tel-

luric, rooting it in rivers, rocks, and forests. they meld the human individuals 

central to Whitman’s existentialism with the territory that nurtured them. 

Likewise, in an 1847 editorial, Whitman declared, “hardly any evil which 

could be inflicted on the people of this hemisphere, and the cause of freedom 

all over the world, would be so great as the disunion of these states.”24 mon-

roe—and subsequent writers—often imagined the whole hemisphere to be 

laced with democratic potential. But, as Whitman explicitly asserts, they also 

understood the United states as the topographical center whose solidity was 

essential to freedom throughout the americas.

south american appeals to democratic vision and practice were spottier 

in the early nineteenth century. Latin american governance was also—to 

white settler elites there and in the United states—more tainted by autocracy, 

racial mixture, and the numeric dominance of nonwhite peoples. ironically, 

white and criollo elites understood native populations as obscuring america’s 

democratic topography. even so, it is notable that monroe attributed a demo-

cratic nature to “our southern brethren” in his address.25 even in a moment 

when much of the southern continent remained under iberian control and 

the region’s independent governments were unevenly committed to democ-

racy, monroe saw the entire american hemisphere as fundamentally distinct 

from europe’s monarchical terroir. Whatever the present political topography 

of Latin america, monroe asserted, it was tellurically democratic.

the most celebrated Latin american leader of the time shared both mon-

roe’s skepticism and his assertion of american freedom. simón Bolívar 

brought more pessimism to the matter than did his northern counterpart, 

and he reflected more honestly on the limits to his democratic inclinations. 

elites in both north and south american circumscribed citizenship and 

land rights in order to retain white settler control over “popular” sovereignty. 

But where north americans tended to bury that practice, elite men in Latin 

america frequently acknowledged their latent aristocracy. they wrote it into 
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governing documents and reflected on the tensions it created in the spirit of 

the democratic hemisphere.

Bolívar encapsulates just this ambiguity in the distance between his 1815 

“carta de Jamaica” (Jamaican letter) and his 1826 “address to the constitu-

ent congress” of Bolivia. Bolívar wrote his famous “carta” during an early 

setback in the south american wars of independence. he was in political 

exile in Jamaica, and it would be another decade before Gran colombia 

(present- day Venezuela, colombia, and ecuador) would achieve indepen-

dence. Bolívar had seen Venezuela’s initial independence efforts unraveled 

by disunity and what he deemed an excessive reliance on democratic values 

of tolerance and independence.26

in the “carta,” Bolívar was doubtful about the political future of south 

america. adamant that independence from spain would come, he never-

theless responded to his interlocutor’s democratic inquiries with great cau-

tion. the need for independence and the fundamental separation between 

america and europe were clear for Bolívar. “success will crown our efforts 

because the destiny of america is irrevocably fixed,” he declared, and “it 

would be easier to bring the two continents together than to reconcile the spir-

its and minds of the two countries.”27 Bolivar marked the distinction between 

europe and america in territorial terms (they were as separate politically 

as their landmasses were physically). however, in 1815 Bolívar understood 

independence as something brought to the hemisphere, not endemic to it. 

american distinction was topographical but not (yet) telluric. moreover, even 

if liberty was inevitable, Bolívar fretted about governance. though republi-

canism may be the ideal form of government, he suggested, south america 

was not prepared for it. “it is . . . difficult,” he wrote, “to predict the future 

lot of the new World, or to make definitive statements about its politics, or 

to make prophecies about the form of government it will adopt.” Bolívar saw 

the leaders of the american continent as untethered from both the history of 

europe and the land they occupied: “We, who preserve only the barest vestige 

of what we were formerly, and who are moreover neither indians nor euro-

peans, but a race halfway between the legitimate owners of the land and the 

spanish usurpers—in short, being americans by birth and endowed with 

rights from europe—find ourselves forced to defend these rights against 

the natives while maintaining our position in the land against the intrusion 

of the invaders.”28 Land and freedom were uncomfortably connected in this 

version of Bolívar’s thought. if the criollo elites leading the wars of indepen-

dence could have fully claimed the land, he implies, they might have made 
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a telluric claim to freedom and republican leadership. Because they could 

not, their democratic efforts were hampered. “although i aspire to a perfect 

government for my country,” Bolívar lamented, “i can’t persuade myself that 

the new World is ready at this time to be governed by a grand republic.”29

even so, aspects of the telluric democratic hemisphere infused Bolívar’s 

thinking. he rejected the monarchical option, noting that “americans, 

desirous of peace, sciences, art, commerce, and agriculture, would prefer 

republics to kingdoms.”30 cognizant of that tension, he predicted difficult 

decades ahead: “the american provinces are involved in a struggle for 

emancipation, which will eventually succeed; a few will constitute them-

selves as conventional federal and centralized republics; almost inevitably 

the larger territories will establish monarchies, some so wretched that they 

will devour their natural and human resources in present and future revolu-

tions, for it will be difficult to consolidate a great monarchy, impossible to 

maintain a great republic.”31

Despite all that pessimism, Bolívar ended his letter with a note of hope, 

gesturing toward a future of popular government rooted in territorial des-

tiny: “When we are at last strong, under the auspices of a liberal nation that 

lends us its protection, . . . then the arts and sciences that were born in the 

orient and that brought enlightenment to europe will fly to a free colombia, 

which will nourish and shelter them.”32 here, of course, those good gifts 

were external to america, having their roots ultimately in the old World. the 

“auspices of a liberal nation” Bolívar invoked were those of england, after all, 

and not the always- problematic United states.

ten years later, in 1826, with independence secured for most of span-

ish america, Bolívar was invited to draft a constitution for his namesake 

republic. far from popular democracy, Bolívar’s “representative democracy” 

included an electoral college that mediated all major elections and a life term 

for the president, who would then appoint his successor. even so, Bolívar’s 

appeals to the nature and source of proper american government had by this 

time shifted to include the language of the democratic hemisphere. Before 

elite south americans had nations to govern, democracy was an external 

practice and freedom a value brought from elsewhere. after independence, 

Bolívar planted freedom in american soil, carefully articulating its telluric 

source without placing excessive constraint on practice. in his address to 

the constituent assembly receiving his constitution, Bolívar declared, “from 

this day forward, freedom will be indestructible in america. consider the 

wildness of this continent, which by its very nature expels monarchical rule: 

the very deserts invite independence.” Rejecting recent, failed demagogues, 
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Bolívar asked, “Who will ever be able to found a monarchy in america, a 

land on fire with the brilliant flames of freedom that devour the planks used 

to build daises for kings?”33 Bolivians need not fear the life term of their 

president, Bolívar explained, because the land itself would reject monarchi-

cal aspirations and the people would rise up to demand their natural sover-

eignty. in this, Bolívar echoed the leaders of Bolivian independence in their 

1825 “acta de independencia.” the “acta” declared, “the world knows that, 

in the american continent, alto Perú has been the altar on which the first 

blood of the free has been spilt and the land in which tyrants are buried.”34 

it then justifies independence by contrasting alto Peru’s fecundity with the 

fallowness forced on it by spanish rule. the land—as telluric producer and 

topographical site of freedom—authorized independence.

it is unlikely that either Bolívar or the Bolivian delegates who enacted his 

constitution were inspired by monroe’s assertions about america’s demo-

cratic topography. instead, we can see that confluence of early nineteenth- 

century claims for telluric, topographical american popular sovereignty as 

part of a larger narrative cultivated by americans and europeans throughout 

the hemisphere. the hotly contested natural philosophies of Buffon, Raynal, 

and dePauw were joined by parallel political philosophies linking region and 

governance. montesquieu—a significant influence on Latin american politi-

cal thought, including Bolívar’s—argued in The	Spirit	of	Laws that “the politi-

cal and civil laws of each nation . . . should be in relation to the climate of 

each country, to the quality of its soil, to its situation and extent.”35 When de 

tocqueville set out to explain the origins of democracy in the United states, 

he, too, presumed that political ideology was rooted in the land. Describing 

the early formation of authority in British america he noted, “Laws were 

made to establish a gradation of ranks; but it was soon found that the soil of 

america was entirely opposed to a territorial aristocracy.”36 De tocqueville’s 

reasoning was topographical: the agricultural conditions of the colonial ter-

ritories did not lend themselves to massive landholding. a quick mental scan 

of Us history and geography—even limited to that available to de tocqueville 

himself—quickly reveals the factual shortcomings of his claim about land-

holding in the United states. yet even as plantation slavery clearly rebuts de 

tocqueville’s assessment, his appeals to telluric democracy served to mediate 

that obvious disconnect. if the land itself birthed democratic inclinations, 

then nondemocratic features were incidental and democracy remained the 

natural american state.

Later nineteenth- century writers, from José martí to frederick Jackson 

turner, extended appeals to the democratic hemisphere. turner’s famous 
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frontier thesis rooted the character of the United states in its relation to 

land. martí, for his part, sought to pull america southward, offering up 

“our america” as a bulwark against the imperial behemoth of the north. 

martí’s understanding of the hemisphere’s democracy remained thoroughly 

telluric, even if it emphasized movement over rootedness. When Donald 

Pease argues that martí “distinguish[ed] democratic from nationalist identi-

fications” through a notion of displacement that took the exile, nomad, and 

refugee as its model, he points to a more extensive and mobile notion of 

american democracy that is nevertheless grounded in the shaping power of 

a place—that is, america.37

in the mid- twentieth century, the tropicalistas	 likewise pulled the demo-

cratic hemisphere southward. they located américan potential in the land 

and linked it with the god terms of democracy. Benjamín carrión, in his 

“cartas al ecuador,” argued that the tropics were “our physical reality. our 

biological reality. our economic reality. our whole reality.”38 for carrión, a 

geographic destiny rooted in tropicalismo called for a politics of freedom. the 

“highest expression” of “political tropicalismo” was “passion for liberty.”39 and 

carrión’s appeal to the land was not mere metaphor. he later explained, “By 

geography we must understand something real and living. not the simple 

ordering of physical and political facts about the land and its regions but, pri-

mordially, an ordering of human criteria. . . . the climate and the land, above 

all.”40 that land and climate, for carrión, gave rise to great american men 

whose thirst for liberty and sovereignty was unquenchable. ecuador would 

become a “great small nation” by taming and cultivating its telluric democracy.

Whatever the ultimate inspiration for these appeals to democratic terri-

tory that cut across decades and national borders, their implications were 

wide- ranging. they set up a presumption of natural democracy that was lit-

erally grounded. this common sense about a democratic america provided 

the bedrock for arguments demanding greater freedom and the extension 

of democratic values; it also, paradoxically, relieved the pressures on demo-

cratic practice. Democracy became a fact of place as much as a matter of 

governance and civic life. as such, a telluric democratic spirit could persist 

even where actual democracy was lacking. While the democratic hemisphere 

appeared most often in hortatory contexts—energizing a demoralized popu-

lace, aggrandizing national influence, or forging ties among nation- states—

it rarely served to extend liberty and equality to dispossessed or colonized 

populations. instead, establishing democracy as native born, as inhabiting 

the rocks and soil, ultimately untethered the democratic nature of the hemi-

sphere from the burden of enacting its values.
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claiming Land Rights

in “Democracy and its Limitations,” Ralph cintrón emphasizes both 

democracy’s open- ended availability as a universal positive and its many 

shortcomings in political practice.41 approaching democracy as telluric 

and topographical helps make sense of those simultaneous, contradictory 

aspects. When democracy infuses the ground we walk on, its actual practice 

can become superfluous. anything enacted on that terrain is—by virtue of 

location—at least proto- democratic. Likewise, anything outside that territory 

can be dismissed as less authentically democratic. it is not a coincidence 

that monroe imagined europe as a uniformly monarchical “old World” even 

when the democratic theories informing Us political values had emerged 

out of europe and the absolutist anciens régimes were under increasing pop-

ular pressure. Later invocations of the democratic hemisphere required even 

more adroit negotiations of their placed particularity, as when carrión argued 

simultaneously for the particularity of ecuador’s telluric position and relied 

on a mixture of european and american heritage to establish its nature.42

Given that appeals to the hemisphere’s natural liberty have often become 

substitutes for actual democratic practice, it should be no surprise that mar-

ginalized groups have been tactical and circumspect when linking appeals 

to the land with the language of democracy. indigenous communities have 

occupied an especially complex position in this regard. they have appealed 

to a deep connection to land in order to authorize sovereignty claims, but 

they have also been denigrated by settlers for their proximity to the land.43 

matters of land—telluric and topographical, territorial and resource- based, 

profoundly trophic—have been integral to indigenous nations’ responses to 

and practices of governance. these practices have frequently been funda-

mentally different from those engaged by white settlers, even at their most 

democratic. here, especially, we see the limits of topoi as tools for under-

standing how land and rhetoric intertwine. 

in the colonial context of america, indigenous appeals to land and 

democracy have centered on territorial rights, sovereignty, and lifeways that 

depend on access to the land.44 such arguments emphasize not the inherent 

difference of american land from that of europe, not the particular politi-

cal structures the land calls forth, and not a partially metaphorical sense of 

land- as- invention, but a fundamental right of connected existence in which 

the land is a formative relation. here, to apply nishnaabeg scholar Leanne 

Betasamosake simpson’s insights on pedagogy to matters of rhetoric, we 

must recognize not “land- based [rhetorics]” but land “become” rhetoric and 



36   Questioning the nArrAtives oF deMoCrACy 

rhetoric become land.45 these decolonial land claims—whether they refuse 

or engage the terms of democracy—rely on a literal relationship between 

freedom and the land, between land and life.

as indigenous communities—both historical and contemporary—have 

appealed to land, they have strategically engaged the terms of the democratic 

hemisphere, picking up key orientations and manipulating them yet also refus-

ing to cede control of its trophic rhetorical territory to colonizers. indigenous 

claims to the land—where it is simultaneously the territory being contested, 

a participant in lifeways, and a physical place to stand—connect land itself to 

actually existing democracy via distinct epistemologies. for settlers in north 

and south america, that connection has often boiled down to the metaphorical 

and property- based implications of the common place as resource. for many 

indigenous speakers, rhetoric and freedom are, instead, grounded in relation-

ship to the land as a concrete source of refusal, resurgence, and resistance.46

When emiliano Zapata released his “Plan de ayala” in 1911, he invoked 

“effective suffrage” and other democratic rights as essential to his vision for a 

new mexico.47 though land played a major role in the proposal, the land itself 

did not authorize popular sovereignty. instead, Zapata imagined the land 

as the site on which despotic leaders had betrayed the people. that betrayal 

happened on the land and through the land; it also injured the land. the 

land, Zapata maintained, had been “despoiled. . . . Because lands, timber, 

and water are monopolized in a few hands.”48 in response, Zapata asserted, 

the many now claimed their right to the land. their actions on the land, in 

order to gain land, also redeemed the land and returned a right relationship 

with land. they rebelled “in order that the pueblos and citizens of mexico 

may obtain ejidos, colonies, and foundations for pueblos, or fields for sowing 

or laboring, and the mexicans’ lack of prosperity and well- being may improve 

in all and for all.”49 a sense of democratic land infuses this appeal to the good 

of the many over the ownership of the few. But in this case the land does not 

inspire sovereign individuals or reject monarchical governance—as it did in 

the arguments of elites—nor does the land serve as a metaphor for some-

thing larger. instead, the democratic land of the “Plan de ayala” is a founda-

tion for common life. its common place is not primarily a site for argument 

or a resource for invention, but a literal shared place. Despotic misappropria-

tion of the land degrades it and the people. access to land is a precursor to 

democracy and just governance. Democracy is not endemic to the soil, but 

the abuse of the soil nevertheless has consequences for democracy.

some eighty years later, K’iche activist Rigoberta menchú used her interna-

tional platform to highlight centuries of “efforts to build up a real democracy” 

in america.50 While her arguments for democracy relied on appeals to the 
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land, the land’s authorizing force was about community and redress rather 

than natural political ideology. menchú invoked the “american continent” 

to unite an indigenous hemisphere and acknowledge histories of violence, 

theft, and oppression. she dedicated her nobel Prize “to those who are no 

longer alive to keep up the hope for a change in the situation in respect of 

poverty and marginalization of the indians, of those who have been banished, 

of the helpless in Guatemala as well as in the entire american continent.”51 

Pulling democracy out of its rocky rhetorical prison and into daily practice, 

she explained, would require ethical relationships with the land and among 

 people. “freedom for the indians, wherever they may be in the american con-

tinent or elsewhere in the world,” would begin only when all people recog-

nized “the european debt to the american indigenous people” and eradicated 

“those conditions of marginalization that condemned them to colonialism and 

exploitation.”52 the indigenous peoples of america here stand alongside the 

land—colonized and exploited—and menchú quickly transitions to link the 

exploitation of land and people: “the peculiarities of the vision of the indian 

people are expressed according to the way in which they are related to each 

other. first, between human beings, though communication. second, with 

the earth, as with our mother, because she gives us our lives and is not mere 

merchandise. third, with nature, because we are an integral part of it, and not 

its owners.”53 though menchú tightly links land and the possibility for democ-

racy, her democratic hemisphere is shaped by practice and relationship rather 

than preexisting nature. the land is a literal participant in rights. this strategy 

echoes in contemporary indigenous movements across the hemisphere, from 

the Declaration of Quito and the occupation of alcatraz to standing Rock.54 as 

Gabriela Ríos explains, in indigenous studies and for indigenous rights move-

ments, “colonial impact is seen most prominently as one having to do with 

territorial claims (e.g., to land, knowledge, representations, etc.) and, as such, 

as having to do with settler subjects and indigenous subjects, even on a hemi-

spheric or global level.”55 Repeatedly, indigenous activists assert that democ-

racy requires land, that the rights of the land are foundational, and that land 

constitutes all life- in- common. the land inspires, grounds, and is the source 

for human life. Literally. Western frames for the topos cannot quite grasp that.

Rights of the Land

the organización nacional de aborígenes independientes of Paraguay links 

“the ownership of land” and “access to all our rights” when they appeal to 

the Paraguayan government for redress.56 surveying the political efforts of 
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andean indigenous communities, anthropologist Bret Gustafson notes, “the 

plurinational project requires not fixing indigeneity within existing geopoliti-

cal lines, but decolonizing territory as a prerequisite for constitutive plurina-

tionalism from the ground up.”57 Joy harjo writes, “the land is a being who 

remembers everything.”58 the organización nacional indígena de colombia 

asserts, “for us, the land is sacred, is woman, we are part of her and she is 

part of us.”59 and David choquhuanca, Bolivian foreign minister and mem-

ber of the aymara nation, declares, “We are beginning to imagine rights that 

go beyond human rights, rights that go beyond the rights of indigenous peo-

ples, we are speaking of cosmic rights [that include all of nature].”60 these 

statements, diverse in their focus and reflecting indigenous perspectives 

gathered from across the hemisphere, assert democracy’s topography in a 

way that challenges both the telluric democracy articulated by settler elites 

and rhetorical studies’ reliance on the topos to understand rhetorical land. 

Resisting the elision of civic practice, they assert land rights as foundational 

to democratic life because land is at the center of all relations.61 they position 

the land as an active participant in democracy and itself a subject of rights. 

in these land claims, we find a thoroughly trophic sense of the democratic 

hemisphere. if settler appeals to telluric democracy slide inexorably toward 

metaphor—toward democracy as topos—the decolonial arguments echoing 

across more than five hundred years center land as active, literal participant. 

in each context, democracy’s topography remains weighty. establishing 

and erasing borders, colonizing and reoccupying territory, privatizing and 

defending communal land all reshape the terrain of democracy. Land and the 

grounds for democratic rhetoric cannot be separated from each other. Just 

as Qwo- Li Driskill urges Us-  and canada- based queer studies to “remember 

exactly on whose land it is built,” indigenous decolonial practices demand 

that rhetorical scholars, in our discussions of democracy, recognize and reen-

vision whose land we occupy and what territory we claim.62
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A strAnge deMoCrACy: rhetoriC, PosthegeMony, 
And lAtinAMeriCAnisM

José Cortez

the central argument of this chapter is that Latin american rhetorical and 

cultural thought has fundamentally misread the concept of politics into 

Latin america and, as such, has developed a conceptualization of democracy 

that subverts itself. the most immediate metaproject of Latinamericanism 

across the field of rhetoric has been to think of Latin american alternative 

modernities as exceptions (or, to think of Latin american rhetorical and 

political formations as exterior to, and exceptional from, Western moder-

nity),1 grounding a politics of resistance from the assumed consciousness 

of a non- Western, nonideological mestizo subject. it is widely presupposed, 

in other words, that the event of colonialism (the clash of amerindian and 

european groups in the fifteenth century and the miscegenation that con-

tinues to unfold from it) produces an identity that is inherently resistant to 

what critics identify as the matrix of modernity/coloniality.2 critics identify 

this process of racial and cultural mixture as a form of hybridity unique to 

Latin america: mestizaje. and since mestizaje is the name for a locus of 

rhetorical invention grounded in mixture, grounded in the impurification 

of Western modernity, it is therefore assumed to be the proper name for a 

counterhegemonic rhetoric.

the problem with this metaproject, i contend, is that it establishes a false 

choice between a eurocentric rhetoric and a mestiza rhetoric. two very brief 

examples: cristina Ramírez advances a reading of mestiza rhetorics as a 

subversive “decolonizing approach to identification outside of the dominant 

narrative of assimilation” that “breaks with the tired trope of well- known 

euro-  and malecentric stories.”3 in similar fashion, Damián Baca urges 

scholars to look for “rhetoric outside of the dominant and virtually exclusive 
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Greco- Latin canon”4 and toward those “unique to mesoamerica, méxico, . . . 

and the U.s./méxico borderlands, among other places within the Western 

hemisphere.”5 the operational term in these texts is, of course, “outside.” 

if, for Ramírez and Baca, the option is to decolonize rhetorical theory by 

replacing it in Latin america, then the operation reproduces a familiar prob-

lem: mestizaje cannot provide an alternative to eurocentrism given that both 

operate within a field of politics as a state of exception.6

if rhetoricians are committed to pursuing the grounds of a democratic prac-

tice of critical thought, to a reflection on the grounds for democracy, and to ask-

ing after the conditions of possibility for thinking democracy in Latin america 

beyond a reduction of politics to a choice between states of exception, then 

it will be apposite to ask after an opening, or possibility irreducible to mere 

social democracy—or for that matter, to any epistemic machine. in response, 

this chapter advances a genealogy of two forms of Latinamericanist inquiry 

in rhetorical studies of democracy in Latin america, which alberto moreiras 

has identified as first-  and second- order Latinamericanism. Whereas first- 

order, or identitarian, Latinamericanism amounts to “an epistemic machine in 

charge of representing the Latin american difference,” a second order, which 

we might call in preliminary fashion a posthegemonic register of Latinameri-

canism, turns on a critical practice of tracing the absolute limits of first- order 

Latinamericanism as a means to prepare for a strange democracy—a democ-

racy yet to arrive.7

from there, the chapter shifts its analysis to Guillermo Gómez- Peña’s 

Codex	Espangliensis:	From	Columbus	to	the	Border	Patrol	to read a thought of 

democracy at the absolute limit of the false choice between eurocentrism 

and mestizaje. i read in this text a confrontation with the problem estab-

lished by the Latinamericanist reflection in rhetorical studies—a problem, 

as i have previously argued, that may ultimately amount to the reinstallation 

of hegemonic mediation under the guise of critical categories such as iden-

tity.8 Whereas a good deal of scholarship continues to understand politics as 

a counterhegemonic process where agents develop commonplaces of resis-

tance, as positive sites (topoi) of counterhegemonic cultural production, like 

mestizaje, from locations outside the reach of hegemony, Gómez- Peña’s 

performance text produces a thought of politics as a non- nostalgic reflec-

tion on the loss of commonplace, and therefore, on politics at the absolute 

limits of identity. it is here, i contend, that one reads the trace of a strange 

democracy: a rupture in the epistemic machine from an atopic location yet 

to arrive.
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the Decolonial imaginary

i begin my analysis with a reading of the decolonial option, which i claim 

is one of the many forms of Latinamericanist inquiry to fall under the head-

ing of first- order Latinamericanism. the decolonial option is a paradigm of 

critical thought that presupposes political community—democratic space 

itself—can be read as a self- contained, whole entity with no surplus parts. 

this problem can be summarized in emma Pérez’s widely cited The	Deco-

lonial	 Imaginary:	Writing	Chicanas	 into	History, in which she advances the 

concept of the decolonial imaginary as a method of reading the silenced 

part of colonial history, the silenced chicana voices that have been relegated 

to interstices of history by Western power/knowledge. as such, The	Deco-

lonial	 Imaginary	 turns on the articulation of a succinct counterhegemonic 

subjectivity outside of hegemonic mediation. the stakes of The	Decolonial	

Imaginary, then, are to develop a thinking of politics “without the dialectical 

promise of a teleological history” via a nonhegemonic subject.9

nevertheless, The	Decolonial	Imaginary remains ambivalent about the very 

interstice that it reads to be both interior and at the same time exterior to 

eurocentric power/knowledge. in other words, for The	Decolonial	Imaginary, 

the topos of the interstice marks both the structural incompletion of history 

from its interstitial exclusion and the structural completion of history through 

its interior (that this gap, or structural incompletion, can be brought into the 

academy “without the dialectical promise of a teleological history”). Despite 

its claims to the contrary, The	Decolonial	Imaginary	remains ambivalent about 

its most important postulate: that the interstice is the location of a nonhege-

monic subject position because it is excluded from hegemonic mediation.

The	Decolonial	Imaginary hinges on a reading of a gap that can be filled with 

historical substance while at the very same time forcing the historical future to 

remain open to the future perfect tense—to a politics that will have arrived (in 

decolonized fashion) through the interstices of that which was always within 

colonial history itself. in the introduction of The	Decolonial	Imaginary, Pérez 

writes, “foucault’s methodology is useful to historians because archaeology 

seeks to uncover discursive practices by unmasking them. it is self- reflexive 

in intent, and it is in that self- reflection where coloniality is exposed. through 

his own self- reflection, foucault was undoing european history. . . . he con-

cluded in The	Order	of	Things, ‘man is an invention of recent date. and one 

perhaps nearing its end.’ in essence, he claimed that european white man 

would no longer be central to history and its interpretations.”10
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this passage establishes the first presupposition of the decolonial imagi-

nary in explicit detail, a presupposition that will need to be rendered to 

draw the stakes of this analytical practice into relief. Pérez reads discourse 

as that which masks a subject. analysis, therefore, amounts to the practice 

of listening and recovering—of restituting a pure, unmediated subaltern 

consciousness. the stakes of this practice, according to Pérez, are such that 

we misinterpret the subaltern subject, and that this subject can and should 

be restituted. The	Decolonial	Imaginary stakes its intervention, therefore, on 

the grounds of meaning, which it claims are not located in Western power/

knowledge but in the authority of the subaltern subject itself.

furthermore, The	Decolonial	Imaginary	proceeds along a metaleptic artic-

ulation of postcoloniality, which does not designate a historical condition 

after the end of colonization but a historiographical condition whereby pre-

viously functional political distinctions (friend/enemy, colonizer/colonized, 

metropole/colony) have waned to the point of ambivalence. Postcoloniality 

is therefore the name for what happens to political identities—to democ-

racy itself—under the conditions of coloniality.11 thus it is only through the 

representation of an irreducible gap between previously functional political 

distinctions, through a not- quite- reformed colonial subject—the very ambiv-

alent ideological kernel of coloniality itself—that a subaltern subject might 

be read by an intellectual:

the desire for a reformed, recognizable other, as	a	subject	of	difference	

that	is	almost	the	same,	but	not	quite. Which is to say, that the discourse of 

mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, 

mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its differ-

ence. the authority of that mode of colonial discourse that i have called 

mimicry is therefore stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges 

as the representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal. 

mimicry is, thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of 

reform, regulation and discipline, which “appropriates” the other as it 

visualizes power. mimicry is also the sign of the inappropriate, however, 

a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant strategic func-

tion of colonial power, intensifies surveillance, and poses an imminent 

threat to both “normalized” knowledges and disciplinary powers.12

the ambivalence of colonial discourse produces a slippage, a textual sur-

plus between the demand of colonialism for reformed subjects and what 

it desires in return: a reform only up to a certain threshold that if colonial 
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subjects were to pass through there would then be no way of distinguishing 

between the identities of, for example, english and indian, or friend and 

enemy. this minimal gap between the demand and desire that constitutes 

the colonial subject, then, is the very moment of rhetorical invention that 

constitutes englishness in the first place. i argue that the name for this 

unconscious surplus textuality, for the nonsubjective constitutive movement 

between poles that both binds and separates political community in the first 

place, is rhetoric, and furthermore, that the grounds of political meaning can 

only be located in the transactional movements of rhetorical invention.

Pérez, however, understands the interstice of history as an ontological 

gap that can be remedied by uncovering the silenced voice of the subaltern. 

the concept of the decolonial imaginary, then, serves as the method for this 

critical practice of restitution, and further, for deconstructing the “european 

and euroamerican historical method,” and for “going outside [this method] 

in order to come back with different kinds of inquiries.”13 “traditional his-

toriographical categories,” Pérez argues, “questioned only from within for 

revision, have been built upon that which came before, and therefore have 

contributed to the colonial. the categories themselves are exclusive, in that 

they already deny and negate the voice of the other.”14 on the other hand, 

Pérez contends that the decolonial imaginary arises in the “interstitial gaps 

[that] interrupt the linear model of time, and it is in such locations that oppo-

sitional, subaltern histories can be found. foucault’s redefinition of archae-

ology, understood as a method, disrupts linear continuity to locate silences 

within the interstices. . . . i argue that these silences, when heard, become 

the negotiating spaces for the decolonizing subject. it is in a sense where 

third space agency is articulated. . . . this new category, the decolonial imagi-

nary, can help us to rethink history in a way that makes chicana/o agency 

transformative.”15

The	 Decolonial	 Imaginary hinges on a conceptualization of alterity as a 

supplement to the category of history: both a negative part that was added to 

make history complete (the interstice is the antithesis that is the very condi-

tion of possibility for hegemonic synthesis) and	 the part added to replace 

history that was assumed to be already complete (that is, the interstice is 

assumed to be self- evident and, therefore, a positive element of history). the 

category of the decolonial imaginary—and the assumed positive subjectivity 

of the decolonial subject—is therefore mediated by the very absence	that it 

attempts to supplement. nevertheless, just like Western history, the decolo-

nial imaginary is always inhabited by a certain lack	that must produce alterity 

as a supplement. as such, because the decolonial imaginary merely reverses 
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the grounds and authority of meaning from one location to another, from 

Western subject to non- Western subaltern subject, it reproduces the very 

logocentric edifice of power/knowledge that it claims to unseat.

the Posthegemonic Rupture

in The	Exhaustion	of	Difference:	The	Politics	of	Latin	American	Cultural	Studies, 

alberto moreiras defines two registers of Latinamericanist thought: first- order 

and second- order Latinamericanism. to begin with the latter, it presupposes 

and translates the identity/difference striae into a practice of critical thought 

for subjectivizing alterity into a politics of differential consciousness.16 Pérez, 

for example, suggests that the topos of the interstice inaugurates an entirely 

new consciousness altogether, “issuing a ‘new’ postnationalist project in 

which la	nueva	mestiza, the mixed- race woman, is the privileged subject of 

an interstitial space that was formerly a nation, and is now without borders, 

without boundaries.”17 mestizaje is proposed as the essence of bordered 

space, as the result of mixture, and as the very ontological process by which 

the category of the politics emerges. the interstice, now understood as the 

border itself, is understood to serve as a political gap in addition to its role 

as the historical gap. it should come as no surprise that Pérez grounds the 

figure of the border in the discourse of mestizaje, given that Pérez reads 

the category of new mestiza consciousness as the interstitial or borderlands 

consciousness from which to “write the ‘other’ without making the ‘other’ 

the same or placing the ‘other’ within the same.”18 Pérez wagers that the 

space of borderlands—or, rather, the consequences of mixture (supposedly 

the creation of smooth space) that borderlands exemplifies—“[introduces] 

the possibility of a postcolonial, postnational consciousness.”19 now, the 

interstice becomes the site of the political—the site of hegemonic incomple-

tion, which in her terms, signifies the condition of smooth, nonnationness 

brought about by mestizaje—in postnational times. this is a wager on the 

concept of politics in the criollista vein of transculturation, whereby cultural 

identity, understood as the result of mestizaje, is staged as the grounds for an 

active intervention in the restructuring of the public sphere.

mestizo cultural identity has come to be thought of as the basis of demo-

cratic freedom (from colonization, from nation- state hegemony, etc.) simply 

because it is assumed to be an impure, heterogeneous identity that impuri-

fies any grounding of politics in racial purity. But this form of thought is 

itself a new form of purity. Gareth Williams demonstrates how this mode of 
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identity thinking grounded nation- state hegemony—it constituted the very 

category of the people itself as a heterogeneous mixture around which to con-

struct identities of resistance to the West and the north. in his reading of 

transculturation during the national- popular epoch in Latin america, Wil-

liams reads transculturation as two distinct but related registers: transcul-

turation as the material condition of exchange obtaining within postcolonial 

conditions, and transculturation as a rhetoric of politics:

if we distinguish between transculturation as a heterogeneous cultural 

ensemble and transculturation as a desire and an intellectual discourse; 

and if we do this as a means of viewing the thought of transcultura-

tion in relation to the formation of institutional structures, political 

identities, state apparatuses, and intellectual interventions into the 

public sphere (in relation to the notion of hegemony, in other words), 

then in transculturation we encounter not only the popular forms of 

self- expression and differential modes of collective self- definition but 

also an immensely powerful ideological machinery of which popular 

expressions of difference are often merely little more than an effect.

the threshold between these domains of transculturation not only corre-

sponds to the antagonism that hegemony theory is supposed to describe 

(the formation of subjects from above [state] or change from below [people]); 

more important, it renders clear the problem inhabiting the core of intel-

lectual desire—its indistinction from capitalist modernization in the region. 

if the category of the popular emerges as a material condition and an idea 

during a period in Latin america in which cultural elites were thinking about 

politics as a process of change from below (and as a means of integrating 

peasant classes into a national public sphere), then it’s hard to imagine how 

the intellectual desire for popular incorporation from below can be said to 

operate beyond the state’s calculation and mobilization of the people as the 

grounds of its own legitimation and reproduction. or in Williams’s words, 

by reflecting on transculturation in both registers “we can approach transcul-

turation not merely as a positive culturalism but, more problematically, as a 

privileged discourse in the consolidation and often violent expansion of the 

creole state’s hegemony over national territories, populations, and classes.”20

While The	Decolonial	Imaginary demonstrates the inadequacy of existing 

critical language for describing the shifting contemporary political terrain, 

it nevertheless “works as an instantiation of global agency, insofar as it ulti-

mately wants to deliver its findings into some totality of allegedly neutral, 
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universal knowledge of the world in all its differences and identities. Born 

out of an ideology of cultural difference, its fundamental thrust is to capture 

the Latin american difference in order to release it into the global epistemic 

grid.”21 What is really at stake with first- order Latinamericanism—via the pro-

duction of a counteridentity that would serve as the marker of the ends of 

Western thinking—is the impassive maintenance of identity via difference. 

this is to say that difference actualizes for Pérez as substance, as an ontological 

formulation of a ≠ B. there is slippage, as i argued above, in the presup-

posed ground of the does	not	equal, a ground that, because it is presupposed, 

becomes the effaced logical kernel of the entire project. Pérez’s categories—

history, the West—are assumed to meet their finitude at a conceptual border, 

which prompts one to develop the following question: if the limits of the 

categories of the West and history are to be found in the terrain of the does	

not	equal—in the maintenance of an inequality—what, then, is at stake in the 

maintenance of this difference? What would happen, in other words, if a = B?

furthermore, this rhetoric of difference is itself irreducibly doubled, given 

that it is a project marked by the injunction to both draw the limit of the 

West, on the basis of difference, and at the same time, develop a project of 

constituting a new community around the maintenance of this difference. is 

this not the very move that Pérez disavows with the proclamation of a postna-

tional condition as the putative end of Western thought (writing the other as 

the project of making the other the same)? how can identity function as that 

which is both the grounds of legitimacy and illegitimacy? in short, it does 

this by turning politics into the game of friend versus enemy, drawn on an 

entirely arbitrary distinction between proper and improper identity.

Pérez is, of course, not the first to suggest, from reflection on the cat-

egory of the border, that nation- state hegemony is experiencing a fundamen-

tal restructuring in the wake of globalization and that such an observation 

prompts questions about the possibility of reading culture in a historical 

moment defined by a crisis in hegemonic (nation- state) systems.22 and, 

while critics agree that the form of nation- state hegemony in the region has 

experienced a fundamental shift in relation to globalization, they disagree 

on the effects such a shift has on the meaning of politics and possibilities 

for critical reflection in postnational times. in contrast to the decolonial 

program, there is another option that insists on the name of the non- all of 

democracy through a reading of the rhetorical grounds of a politics of knowl-

edge production. this option goes by the name of posthegemony.

alberto moreiras forms this option with an aporia: “What is then the type 

of historical imagination that could warrant a reformulation of the project 
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of critical reason as a properly politico- epistemological project? in other 

words, where can we find a force for intrasystemic irruption if the system has 

expanded in such a way that no productive notion of an outside is permitted?”23

to sketch an answer to this question is to reflect first on the role of critical 

reason in a context where “no productive notion of an outside is permitted.” 

this “impossibility” to establish a view from the perspective of subalternity 

is infrastructural, for, as i argued above, given that rhetoric is the condition 

of possibility for hegemony that also restructures the entire hegemonic field 

when it emerges, textual surplus ceases to exist as such, and therefore would 

provide only the coordinates for hegemony’s reinstallation on yet different 

terms. subalternity is merely the subject effect of the differential movement 

conditioned by any rhetorical choice. it is the name for the condition of pos-

sibility of rhetoric: differánce. Recall the unacknowledged ambivalence that 

Pérez exhibited toward the interstice: the interstice became the name for the 

absence of historical substance, of which la	nueva	mestiza serves as supple-

ment. if Latinamericanism in its first order relied on the conceptualization 

of the interstice in terms of its exceptionality, second- order Latinamerican-

ism promotes the role of surplus to the condition of possibility for think-

ing the infrastructural transformation of hegemonic interpellation itself: 

“that is, no longer as the possibility of turning a dominated ideology into the 

dominant but rather as the possibility of thinking the outside of hegemony: 

posthegemonic thinking.”24 Posthegemony is an attempt to think publicity, 

public space itself, at the absolute limit of hegemonic interpellation, for what 

comes after the democratic rupture remains yet to arrive. Posthegemony is 

a rhetorical project that remains productive only as a permanent, affirmative 

critique of the negative.

the difference between first- order Latinamericanism’s outside and the 

second order’s beyond is subtle, but the latter points to the incongruence 

between the institutionalization of cultural politics and the site of subaltern 

excess always deferred: a given formation of sheer unreadability in a text that 

points to the incompletion of any form of intellectual practice, and there-

fore, the possibility of rethinking the relation of intellectual practice itself 

to the political. this structural incompletion is not an identity or conscious-

ness but the residue of signification that interpellation will always fail to 

capture. By definition, hegemony is not only incomplete but it presupposes 

the lack of its own grounding, which is why signification and interpellation 

are phenomena in the first place.25 Latinamericanism in its second order is 

an approach to the thinking of politics from the inevitable structural excess 

of the hegemony- subalternity relation itself. Posthegemony is a practice 
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of asserting that politics can be thought beyond the incessant reduction of 

democracy to a false choice between eurocentrism and mestizaje. the answer 

to moreiras’s question lies in determining the role of critical reason in a his-

torical moment in which the university as a civic institution can no longer be 

said to operate outside economic law, which—as critics have noted—might 

have always been the telos of the nation- state.

Gareth Williams advances this line of investigation as he foregrounds the 

wane of the national- popular (national- revolutionary) after Latin america’s 

insertion into globalized capital.26 analyzing “the even, incomplete, and ongo-

ing passage from national to postnational cultural and political paradigms in 

Latin america,”27 Williams argues that “transnationalization and the insertion 

of Latin american nations into global networks has ungrounded the nation- 

state and, alongside it, the transformational potential of the national- popular. 

it has brought the nation- state and the national- popular (Gramsci’s ‘nation- 

people’) to their economic, institutional, and conceptual knees. therefore, 

through increasing transnationalization, we are living the historical ‘other 

side’ of the national- popular; the (collapsed/collapsing) side of the people; the 

national- popular in its state of exhaustion and redistribution across regional 

and national frontiers.”28

for Williams, the postnational does not signify the end of the nation- 

state form but its recombination in the wake of neoliberal development, 

which rendered a shift in hegemonic models in the region. Latin america’s 

insertion into global circulation undermined the grounding and constitu-

tive element of cultural and social hegemonies in discreetly bordered Latin 

american nations: the national/popular antagonism. Whereas hegemony, 

in the national/popular antagonism, functioned to enable the articulation 

of a universalizing national project through the constitution of distinct spa-

tial exteriorities (with, for example, national frontiers), globalization set in 

motion a generalized spatial crisis—a generalized condition of the wane of 

previously functional topoi for emancipatory politics such as “the people.”

Williams is not the first to give the name posthegemony to the wane of the 

national/popular period in Latin america. in “civil society, consumption, 

and Governmentality in an age of Global Restructuring,” George yúdice 

contends that the emergence of globalization corresponds with an erosion 

of the dialectical mediation of state and civil domains, which, he suggests, 

demonstrates a condition of new forms of hegemonic mediation and capital 

accumulation.29 yúdice conceives of this in the following terms: “flexible 

accumulation, consumer culture, and the ‘new world information order’ are 

produced or distributed (made to flow) globally, to occupy the space of the 
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nation, but are no longer ‘motivated’ by any essential connection to a state, as 

embodied, for example, in a ‘national- popular’ formation. their motivations 

are both infra-  and supranational. We might say that, from the purview of the 

national proscenium, a posthegemonic situation holds. that is, the ‘compro-

mise solution’ that culture provided for Gramsci is not now one that pertains 

to the national level but to the local and transnational.”30

here, in opposition to michael hardt’s conclusion in an article in the same 

issue of Social	Text—“not the state, but civil society has withered away!”31—

yúdice links the state/civil antagonism together as a hegemonic form that has 

come to be augmented by flexible accumulation. yúdice suggests that flexible 

accumulation incites a shift in the relation of state sovereignty to global capi-

tal, a claim that reworks antonio Gramsci’s assumption that when the state 

is finally unseated or “reabsorbed” by the counterhegemonic force of civil 

society that “a sturdy structure of civil society [will be] at once revealed.”32 for 

yúdice, then, posthegemony is the name for the condition in which flexible 

accumulation has taken its seat as the structure of civil society—a condition 

in which global capital, not the nation- state, saturates the field of social rela-

tions. the key phrase here—flexible	accumulation	is	made	to	flow—signals a 

change in the nation- state’s form. it is not that the border, for example, has 

been razed but that the very function of the border itself changes. if the con-

cept of the border served as a threshold to spatial segmentation and restric-

tion in disciplinary society, then perhaps the border serves as a threshold in 

which flexible accumulation is made (forced) to flow in control societies.33 if 

this is the case, and the nature of the border has shifted in response to the 

restructuring of the nation- state, how is it possible that the interstitial border 

can serve as the site of any identitarian, counterhegemonic project?

What is at stake in the question of posthegemony is an “opening up of 

the political field to a certain form of unintelligibility,” an alterity whose 

negativity signals only the incompletion of hegemony, but also, an opening 

to a narrative that will have never been overdetermined by institutionalized 

thought—to a locus of rhetorical invention, still, yet to arrive.34 to return to 

moreiras’s question, then, is it possible to engage a thought of politics in 

such a way that no productive notion of an outside is permitted? if we under-

stand Latinamericanism in its second register—that it to say, not merely 

as the management of the category of cultural practices contained within 

the landmass known as Latin america—it might be possible to answer this 

question by thinking of Latin america in the properly democratic sense: as a 

site of a negative singularity that cannot establish the grounds of any identity 

whatsoever. this “thinking of Latin america that thinks what thinking Latin 
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america destroys” would be properly rhetorical in the sense that it provides 

a means to trace democracy on the affirmation of the chance for a forma-

tion of political community hinging on that part that is always deferred and 

therefore impossible to incorporate.35 in a formal sense, insofar as the sign 

“Latin america” signifies a surplus, Latinamericanist rhetoric becomes a 

critical enterprise that engages the imagination of democracy, for it becomes 

a reflection on the very problem of the proper account itself, and therefore 

undermines the logic of the false choice of eurocentrism/mestizaje from 

which it withdraws.

a strange Democracy

i can draw into relief the contours of such a reading by turning to Guillermo 

Gómez- Peña’s performance art. originally published in 1998 as a perfor-

mance text—and later in 2000 as a trade book—Codex	Espangliensis:	From	

Columbus	to	Border	Patrol narrates, if it can be said to do as much, the conquest 

of the americas in reverse, recounting violent events from the constitutive 

encounter between european and amerindian groups to the institutionaliza-

tion of global capital in the north american free trade agreement. Codex	

appears decisive in its narration of encounters at different borders, given 

that blood runs through nearly every page as a banal visual topos, and it 

appears that despite the direction in which one reads this historical fact—

whether in forward or reverse, europe to Latin america or Latin america to 

europe, hegemonic or counterhegemonic—one cannot escape the violence 

that mediates cultural exchange. and, while the bulk of the text is focused 

on the reimagination of a cartography of domination in counterhegemonic 

fashion, it is the event of the encounter on which i focus.

critics often read Codex through the prism of mestizaje. Codex	could be 

read, as Damián Baca contends, as the hybrid result of the mixture of two 

previously existing forms of cultural production: “By fusing and embellish-

ing mesoamerican pictography into european inscription practices, mes-

tiz@ codex rhetorics promote a new dialectic, a new strategy of inventing 

and writing between worlds.”36 additionally, Lisa Wolford describes Gómez- 

Peña’s art as the production of “the fourth World, it is a space that privileges 

hybridity and calls into question ascribed boundaries of identity and com-

munity, a realm in which binaristic conceptions of self and other collapse 

and implode.”37 it is perhaps valid to read Codex	Espangliensis as the textual 

mode by which Gómez- Peña articulates a hybrid identity and the hybrid 
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group identities of which he is a part—that is, as a mode of forming topoi, 

the textual spaces- in- common, commonplaces for establishing the account 

of a communal experience—to finally produce a level of intelligibility that 

would qualify them for inclusion into the categories of history, citizenship, 

and so on.

additionally, for franny howes, “Codex	 Espangliensis is a massive act of 

memory, reaching into both american popular cultural imagery and indige-

nous imagery to invent a way to represent the ongoing struggles of colonialism 

in a way that is both new and old.”38 Kat austin and carlos- Urani montiel read 

Codex	Espangliensis as the product of hybridity—as evidence of the “chicana/o 

mind” and the political space of the Us- mexico border, arguing that the “cul-

tural negotiations and the distinct consciousness that emerges in their wake 

constitute the crucial components of a border identity that may provide the 

necessary threads for uniting a diverse community for the purpose of resis-

tance.”39 finally, in similar fashion, cruz medina reads the codex as a produc-

tion of “the cultural mestizaje of border art and rhetoric.”40

critics read Codex	as a formalization of a new hybrid, cultural identity from 

which to formalize a counterhegemonic program and imagine new modes 

of political community. these readings take the event of encounter as the 

inauguration of mixture—as the production of a new subject, and in turn, 

the production of a new form of politics. the event: the encounter between 

incommensurate groups; violent conquest. the mestizo subject (in its Latin-

americanist first order): hybrid; subjectivity as the result of mixture. and 

yet what is exceptional about this subject is that which is external to it—the 

exceptional quality is not necessarily of the subject, but something that arrives 

and forcefully inaugurates it. mestizo subjectivity’s exceptionality is, as such, 

outside of it. if the distinguishing quality of the exceptional mestizo subject is 

hybridity, which comes about as a result of the encounter, then its value lies 

in the force of violence. the politics of mestizaje is grounded in a violence 

that it must reproduce as its condition of possibility. it is a politics of violence.

still, the mestiza subject in the Latinamericanist first order is defined by 

an event outside it: a forceful violence. Whether this event occurs in for-

ward or reverse, what is important here is the condition proceeding from the 

grounds of violence. the mestizo subject, when defined in a narrower sense 

of exceptionalism, is defined by a mixture grounded in violence. the first 

axiom of mestizo identification: the mestizo subject is constituted in an act 

of mixture grounded in the condition of violence. the second axiom of mes-

tizo identity: “i mix therefore i am (the force of violence).” Gómez- Peña’s 

counternarration of the event in reverse:
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in 1492, an aztec sailor

named noctli europzin tezpoca

departed from the port of minatitlan with a small flotilla of

wooden rafts.

3 months later

he discovered a new continent

& named it europzin after himself.

in november 1512,

the omni- potent aztecs

began the conquest of europzin

in the name of thy father tezcatlipoca

lord of cross- cultural misconceptions41

it is possible, however, to interpret Codex	in such a way as to interrupt the 

law of mestizaje by way of reading the irreducible gap between location and 

name that is baked into the concept of topos. conquest is the founding event 

that sets hybridity in motion. it therefore inaugurates the mestizo subject. if 

this inauguration can be narrated in reverse—that is, applied to the opposite 

group—then one can reason that mestizaje can be dissociated from loca-

tion. Perhaps it would be possible, then, to mark the mestizo subject in a 

generic sense—that of belonging to the category of different—as defined by 

its relationality, given that what defines the mestizo subject is an event that 

arrives and inaugurates a value of difference- from- _______. in other words, 

what one reads in Codex is the formation of the mestizo subject in europe—

truly, that europeans, too, can be marked under the heading of mestizaje. 

Remember, the law of mestizaje states only the axiomatic mixture between 

european/amerindian. nowhere does it stipulate a location clause—that it 

can only occur in the landmass named Latin america. as such, what we have 

here is a Latinamericanism unmoored from the landmass of Latin america, 

to the degree that we witness the ambivalent and deferred nature of the cate-

gory of topos. We now have a Latinamericanism in the most generic sense—

a Latinamericanism at the absolute limits of identity.

i read in Codex a momentary loss of commonplace, a moment where the 

sign Latin	America short- circuits itself. Codex	narrates an impossible situ-

ation that would undermine the knowledge machine. as the text seems to 

suggest, the sign Latin	America has been in circulation in different locations 

for quite a long time; indigenous bodies and objects have been placed on 

display as ethnographic data in museums and dioramas since 1493.42 and, 

even if coloniality did not happen in reverse, and even if its reversal would be 
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impossible, Codex nevertheless reveals the foundational ambivalence of the 

sign Latin	America, which has always circulated value beyond the landmass 

the sign itself signifies. Latin	America has always been marked as a constitu-

tive exteriority, and as such, it is impossible to ground political community in 

the metaphysics of a mestizo subject. in this way, i contend that Codex pro-

vides the opportunity for reflection on what political activity means, under-

stood in the precise definition that Jacques Rancière poses: as “whatever 

shifts a body from the place assigned to it or changes a place’s destination.” 

Political activity, he continues, is “a mode of expression that undoes the per-

ceptible divisions of the police order by implementing a basically heteroge-

neous assumption, that of a part of those who have no part, an assumption 

that, at the end of the day, itself demonstrates the sheer contingency of the 

order, the equality of any speaking being with any other speaking being.”43 

for Rancière, democracy is not the name for a mode of governmentality but, 

rather, the name for the rupture of social hegemonies that might pass them-

selves off as democracy. Rancière contends, “any subjectification is a dis-

identification, removal from the naturalness of a place, the opening up of a 

subject space where anyone can be counted.”44 Perhaps the only way to read 

mestizaje in its properly democratic form is in this generic sense, which is 

to say, that mestizaje is democratic only when anyone at all can participate 

as a mestizo subject. only then would hybridity become democratic, for it 

would articulate itself at the minimal gap of hegemony’s closure where place 

is disarticulated from proper name. in such a reading, a minimal gap in the 

logic of hegemony is exposed: the impossibility of absolutely suturing proper 

place to proper name. this is the possibility for thinking about democracy in 

Latin america beyond the violence of exceptional mestizo subjectivity.

in an interview with Gómez- Peña, eduardo mendieta asks Gómez- Peña 

about the stakes of his work:

[Mendieta]  are you suggesting that the discourses of difference have 

been already co- opted and have therefore become passé—even de 

rigueur and establishment—and thus perhaps suspect?

[Gómez- Pen~a]  the subjects of identity politics are passé. We are already 

installed in a postracist/postsexist society. they want sexy images of 

race and hybridity, but without the text. Unlike their multicultural or 

postcolonial predecessors, the new impresarios and self- proclaimed 

experts of otherness are no longer interested in the tensions and 

clashes of cultures. they no longer wish to discuss issues of power 

and privilege. they know better. they don’t want their neocolonial 
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positionality questioned by angry primitives and strident women. they 

suffer from the Vietnam syndrome of the cultural wars. Besides, what 

they really want is to market otherness, not to understand it. What 

the impresarios of globalization want is mild salsa and tofu tamales. 

they want Zapatista supermodels, not “real” Zapatistas. they want 

salma hayek to play frida Kahlo. they want “Livin’ la Vida Loca” sung 

by Ricky martin, not enacted by gang members. . . . in this respect, 

the pertinent question for performance artists is, how do we continue 

raising crucial issues without scaring our audiences or without facing 

deportation back to the margins? my answer, for the moment, is that 

we must mimic mainstream culture, and when the mirror is standing 

between them and us, reflecting their fantasies and desires, we break 

it in the audience’s face. if parts of the mirror get in their eyes, that’s 

their problem.45 

to what does it refer to have race and hybridity without the text? that to 

which slavoj Žižek refers in The	Puppet	and	the	Dwarf as the total rearticula-

tion of politics without politics: “on today’s market, we find a whole series 

of products deprived of their malignant property: coffee without caffeine, 

cream without fat, beer without alcohol.”46 are the market and the decolonial 

not indistinct in offering a generalized form of flexible accumulation, which 

is to say, the consumption of identity without its malignancies (a Zapatista 

without the peasant, on the one hand, and a [hybrid] identity without dif-

ference, on the other)? What we have here is two sides of the same double 

injunction: if decoloniality is constituted by the injunction to both reduce 

and preserve alterity, with global capital we get the injunction to reduce and 

preserve the national frontiers that produce a forced migration of cultural 

forms. if globalized capital and decoloniality obtain as a false choice between 

two types of police should one not, instead, locate the moment that smashes 

the mirror and sends a shard into the eye? could such a procedure shat-

ter the topos of subjectivity where place is narrativized into a proper name? 

Codex	prompts us to read both the subject and politics in a strange way, to 

read politics without commonplace.

i read the narration of the encounter in Codex	as this critical mirror, the 

name for the minimal gap between place and name where one encounters 

a critique of the politics of the subject on the basis of its always- doubled 

articulation. there is a space that first- order Latinamericanism calls “poli-

tics” where place is narrativized into the topos of proper name, where the 

constitutive parts are accounted for and circulated based on the basis of 
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encounter. But there is also an excessive remainder: the articulation of a 

name—unmoored from location—that cannot be sedimented into an epis-

temic machine. this is a politics of what michel foucault calls “atopics”: the 

“loss of what is ‘common’ to place and name. atopia.”47 it is in this sense 

that i read a trace of democracy, of an atopic rhetoric in Codex, given that its 

articulation of mestizaje in a universal sense short- circuits the logic of the 

subject on which first- order Latinamericanism is based.

if, as moreiras claims, Latinamericanism conceives of itself as a form of 

antiglobalist intellectual practice through expressions of an irreducible geo-

graphical and critical distance from the global, and if the subjects and objects 

of study that it holds within its conceptual domain no longer reside on the 

other side of a set of neatly articulated national, cultural, and political bor-

ders—subjects and objects that were held to represent and demonstrate not 

only difference itself but the possibility for a locus of antiglobalist thought—

in Codex one is confronted to think through the movement of this difference 

back into the iberian metropole. in other words, if these subjects and objects 

were understood to represent differential identity because they were located 

beyond the reaches of the metropole, are we now to understand that they are 

no longer different, and therefore no longer representative of antiglobalist 

thought? no. on the contrary, in Codex	one is confronted with a thinking of 

Latin american objects as that which “denarrativizes” the structural connec-

tion of history to logic (and of place to name) on the account of a miscount.48 

the moment of mis- encounter in Codex is the moment when mestizaje can 

be read democratically—that is, as atopic, removed from its placement as 

“natural” and “common” in Latin america.

as the moment of hegemonic failure in Codex, the denarrativization of 

the encounter event advances an atopos—a place not yet named, or a topos 

yet to arrive—whose translation into the conventional account of Latinameri-

canism would be impossible. it is on this deferred atopic terrain—rhetorical 

terrain proper, terrain yet to be common—that a moment of impossibility 

emerges. Žižek refers to this rupture as the preeminent democratic act: the 

eruption of a new mode of thought from which a previous regime was con-

stituted. mestizaje and democracy, both of which were previously accepted as 

familiar forms of accounting, open to the unthinkable, deferred part- of- no- 

part from a strange terrain that is entirely incommensurate with the previ-

ous form of thinking about public space. one might now be able to read the 

encounter event against itself—that is, against its first- order Latinamerican-

ist conscription into service as the ground of politics—as a moment in Codex	

in which one witnesses “the struggle about the field of struggle itself,” where 
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the assertion that the encounter is always a miscount becomes an assertion 

that, as of yet, there exists no topos through which to mediate a new com-

munity based on identity.49

When we speak of Latin america as an object of analysis—when we 

reflect on Latin america with the goal of thinking how it could have always 

been, how it might yet still be, and might have always been otherwise—we 

produce the very referent as a sign- effect of that which the sign Latin	America	

is intended to refer. to speak of rhetoric or democracy in Latin america, 

still, will place an impossible task: it will require the analyst read the text, 

whichever text, under the heading of an atopos: of a commonplace made 

uncommon, but also, of a proper name not yet sedimented. one cannot sim-

ply pretend to objectively report on “rhetoric in Latin america,” to listen to 

the unmediated and pure- subaltern consciousness because subalternity is 

itself the rhetorical effect of a practice of reading the sign Latin	 America. 

even as the decolonial option advances a claim on the presence of a subject, 

it can only achieve its utterance in a process of metaphorical substitutions 

and rhetorical inventions, shuttling movements between previously func-

tional topoi like eurocentrism/mestizaje. this atopic condition forecloses on 

the authority of any one rhetorical option, it is the space of a reading that 

remains undetermined, and it reveals the possibility of a future no knowl-

edge machine could ever calculate and translate into a political program.

to speak of democracy in Latin america is to speak of the very rhetori-

cal function that will always undermine the intellectual’s ability to know: a 

strange democracy, yet to arrive.
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in the Us presidential election of 2016, there was no shortage of criticism 

over Democratic Party nominee hillary clinton’s approach to Latin america. 

her support of the north american free trade agreement (nafta), her 

failure to condemn a 2009 coup against a progressive leader in honduras, 

and her eagerness to facilitate the flow of global capital through privatiza-

tion policies earned her reluctant support among many voters focused on 

Us–Latin american relations.1 at the same time, clinton campaigned before 

Latinx audiences saying, “you are not intruders,” and she promised com-

prehensive immigration reform that would provide a path to citizenship 

and “keep families together.”2 Whatever the reservations, voters were well 

aware of clinton’s positions from her years as Us senator and secretary of 

state, and voters were also aware of the policies she was likely to promote 

as president.

though clinton won the popular vote by nearly three million ballots, 

Republican Party candidate Donald J. trump prevailed in the electoral college 

and became the forty- fifth president of the United states. over a year into 

trump’s first term, Fortune	issued its Democracy index that downgraded the 

United states from a “full” to a “flawed” democracy.3 While Fortune pointed 

out that there had been a steady erosion of confidence in government, the 

downgrade came at a time when the prognosis for the health of democracy 

in the United states was particularly dire. over a year into trump’s first term 

in office, labels such as “autocrat,” “fascist,” and “dictator” were commonly 

applied to describe the current occupant of the White house. in June 2018, 

longtime conservative commentator George f. Will told an audience to vote 

against Republicans in the fall midterm elections. in an editorial, he scolded 
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congressional Republicans, writing that “by leaving dormant the powers 

inherent in their institution, they vitiate the constitution’s vital principle: 

the separation of powers.”4 trump supporters have defended his unortho-

dox approach to the presidency by saying that he was elected to “shake up 

Washington” and “drain the swamp” of corrupt and ineffective politicians. 

in this chapter, we argue that, as a result of much of the trump administra-

tion’s rhetoric and many of its policies, something has indeed been drained, 

though perhaps not a swamp.

We document here what we have called elsewhere trump’s “new essen-

tialism of racial logics.”5 these logics, expressed through the administra-

tion’s rhetoric and policies on the border, migration, and citizenship, have 

produced a climate of fear in which Latin american refugees, immigrants, 

and DReamers find themselves. We pay particular attention to how the 

administration employed this essentializing rhetoric in its discourse around 

“the wall” along the Us- mexico border and nafta, undermining demo-

cratic values of equality, inclusiveness, and justice. this dramatic shift in 

the discourse of the Us government—namely, trump’s increasingly narrow 

depiction of Latin american identities through crude humor and negative ste-

reotypes—has no doubt affected the image of america—indeed the very idea 

of america—particularly from the perspective Latin americans. We employ 

here ideographic criticism as a way to show how <america> has taken on 

new associations centered on fear of Latin american immigrants and obses-

sion with “border security.”6 thus we argue that <america>, not a swamp, 

has been drained of democratic ideals and practices largely at the expense 

of relations with Latinx people and the issues that affect them, including 

the 2018 controversial and arguably inhumane separation of immigrant chil-

dren from their parents at the Us- mexican border.7 in addition, we argue that 

the dehumanizing, essentialist rhetoric of the trump administration, com-

bined with a white nationalist view of <america>, exposes the fragile quality 

of ideographs and the speed with which a key term can become a warrant for 

beliefs and actions that were suppressed but not eliminated.

in the latter part of the chapter, we describe the increasing resistance to 

trump’s essentializing rhetoric. our analysis of the discourse on immigrants 

and immigration draws from events, tweets, and actions from the beginning 

of trump’s campaign for president in the summer of 2015 through the first 

year of his presidency. Because tensions were mounting regarding immi-

gration and Latin american policy, we particularly focus on the summer of 

2018. We conclude by offering three implications for Latin americans as 

they look north to the drained democracy.
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trump’s anti- immigrant Rhetoric

Josue David cisneros observes that national borders are “physical and ideo-

logical.” as such, deliberation about borders and national security serve to 

“demarcate identity and belonging” and invite redefinitions of who is valued 

and who is unwelcome. as political performance, rhetoric then “constitutes 

identity, incites emotions, and motivates actions.”8 to further illustrate these 

connections, scholars have illuminated the ways in which Latinx peoples 

residing in the United states and below the Us southern border have been 

referenced as burdens, criminals, contaminants, and diseased within politi-

cal discourses on national security.9 Given this, we turn to ideographic criti-

cism as a particularly powerful means of examining the rhetorical force of 

trump’s anti- immigrant and essentializing rhetoric and its implications for 

Latin american–Us relations.

michael calvin mcGee argues that certain terms can carry more meaning 

than claims can. for mcGee, terms such as “rule of law” and “liberty” are 

rich in meaning in the collective american imagination.10 People invoke these 

terms as if others have the same understanding of them; however, even though 

ideographs can vary in their articulation in political communication, their fun-

damental significance and the public commitment to them are unquestioned. 

the rhetorical critique of ideographs involves revealing their use in political 

language and analyzing their potential to “warrant action, excuse behavior, 

and garner assent.”11 Using the common representation of ideographs, we 

focus on how <america> and <americans> rhetorically animate terms such 

as “immigrants,” “border security,” “the wall,” and nafta. Given the vast 

scope of meanings contained within ideographs, they are inevitably contra-

dictory (think “out of one, many” and “all men are created equal” in an era 

of slavery). Paradoxically, ideographs appear stable due to their use over time 

and the assumption of a common understanding of the term. But the trump 

anti- immigrant campaign and administration rhetoric illustrate the malle-

ability of ideographs. We argue that President trump has quickly emptied the 

complex and contradictory aspects from the ideograph <america> by refo-

cusing attention to aspects of <americanism> that emphasize self- interest, 

centralization of wealth, white privilege, and unilateral action on the world 

stage. affect is an element as well—fear of the brown other.

an assertion that the United states is superior to all other nations would 

be ethnocentric. yet discourses of <american> superiority are both tradi-

tional and current. References to the <american> Dream, <american> inge-

nuity, <american> exceptionalism, the <american> Way, or the <american> 
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experiment, whether as myth or slogan, are ubiquitous features of political 

campaigns and policy justifications. it is commonplace to note that Us citi-

zens have appropriated for themselves the name “americans” even as it also 

applies to the people across the south and north american continents. to 

call something “un- <american>” is perhaps the most undesirable and isolat-

ing judgment.

What we find remarkable is the transformation and normalization of the 

“accepted” <american> narrative to its ever- present- though- shadowy ver-

sion. trump’s vision of a vulnerable <america> that must be protected from 

external identities and interests and whose own interests, as expressed in 

his “<america> first” slogan, can be achieved unconventionally (at best) 

and even unethically or illegally (at worst), propels a rhetoric that under-

mines international alliances and fosters nativism within the United states. 

trump’s anti- immigrant rhetoric follows familiar nativist dichotomies. Rich-

ard Pineda and stacey sowards summarize these dichotomies as follows: 

“one is either american or not, speaks english or does not, and should wave 

the flag of the U.s. and not another country’s.”12 these dichotomies allow 

for a designation of an undesirable and dangerous other. trump furthers 

this designation by employing tropes that are meant to reinforce disdain for 

struggling nations and incite fear and anger among the “real” <americans> 

in the United states. in a bipartisan meeting at the White house with con-

gressional leaders in January 2018, trump asked, “Why are we having all 

these people from shithole countries come here?”13 the trump administra-

tion subsequently ordered an end to deportation protections for hundreds of 

thousands of salvadorans and haitians. the administration also ordered an 

end to special considerations for asylum- seekers fleeing domestic violence 

situations and gang violence in central american countries.14 to justify these 

actions, trump draws from three key tropes regarding Latinx immigrants: 

economic cost to the Us taxpayer, criminality, and disease.15

these three key representations of Latinx immigrants have been pervasive 

emblems throughout trump’s political career, beginning with the announce-

ment of his candidacy for president in 2015 and continuing through 2018 (and 

beyond, though our discussion only covers this time period). for example, 

in a 2016 rally in arizona, trump stated that “illegal workers draw much 

more out from the system than they can ever possibly pay back” and that 

they “compete directly against vulnerable american workers.”16 in this depic-

tion, immigrants are economic units who are best estimated through a cost/

benefits analysis. the immigrants themselves have no humanity, no history, 

and no social context. even in news stories that are favorable to immigrants, 
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their economic worth is foregrounded. While much media attention is paid 

to the effects of immigration on individuals in border states, immigration 

policies extend beyond the border and influence much of the United states, 

including those in midwestern states such as ohio. for instance, the	Toledo	

Blade featured a story about a small ohio family farm that canceled its tradi-

tional strawberry crop due to a lack of farmworkers. Workers would be avail-

able through the h- 2a visa program, but the associated costs of the program 

increased labor expenditures and thereby eliminated profit from sales of the 

crop.17 While it is expected in a capital- driven society to view items (including 

human migration) as economic units, immigrants are particularly decontex-

tualized from humane considerations. associated with this economic nar-

rowing of immigrant identity is the criminalization of immigrant activity.

in february 2017, the Department of homeland security founded Victims 

of immigration crime engagement (Voice), a hotline and resource website 

“to acknowledge and serve the needs of crime victims and their families who 

have been affected by crimes” committed by immigrants.18 this website was 

established by one of the first executive orders signed by President trump. 

in reference to Latin american countries, trump is fond of saying that “they 

aren’t sending their best” and identifies immigrants as human traffickers, 

drug dealers, and gang members. to make memorable a negative image of 

Latinx immigrants and Latinx people, trump referred to Latino men as “bad 

hombres”19 and launched an intense tirade against Garcia Zarate—an undoc-

umented immigrant who was acquitted of murder charges in the death of 

Kate steinle20—as examples of the deviant criminality at work among Latinx 

people. amid the intense criticism of child separations, on June 22, 2018, 

trump brought to the White house <americans> who were victims of 

crimes committed by undocumented immigrants. Despite studies that show 

that undocumented and documented immigrants are much less likely to 

commit crimes than native- born citizens are, trump emphasized the “death 

and destruction” that immigrants bring across the border.21

the disease metaphor also has been applied to describe immigration at 

the southern border. in 2014, trump tweeted opposition to operation United 

assistance, a program initiated by President obama to support countries in 

West africa during the ebola outbreak. trump asserted that military person-

nel sent into the “ebola infested areas of africa” would bring the “plague” 

back to the United states. During the presidential campaign, trump also 

tweeted his appreciation of fox news “for shedding more light on diseases 

fr. porous border”; and in 2015, he chastised his primary opponent senator 

ted cruz for neglecting to mention “all the infectious diseases they brought 
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to Us.” in 2018, trump referred to sanctuary cities (that is, municipalities 

that refuse to cooperate with immigration and customs enforcement raids 

and immigrant detentions) as a “crime infested and breeding concept.” in 

Z. Byron Wolf’s reporting of trump’s tweet, he noted that in the “fear of 

immigrants from certain countries ‘breeding’ has been a staple of nativist 

thought for hundreds of years. the ‘breeding’ fear has been affixed to Jews 

from eastern europe, catholics from ireland and italy, chinese and, now, 

Latinos, filipinos, africans and haitians. . . . ‘Breeding’ as a concept has 

an animalistic connotation. Dogs and horses are bred. so his use of it is, at 

best, dehumanizing to the immigrants he appears to be referring to.”22 in 

June 2018, trump blamed the Democratic Party for supporting crime and 

allowing “illegal immigrants, no matter how bad they may be, to pour into 

and infest our country.” infestation is a key term for trump. it can refer to 

the spread of disease or it can be a metaphor that names the inclusion of an 

immigrant population. for immigrants from the south, simply having chil-

dren is an infestation. in trump’s anti- immigrant rhetoric, any foreign inclu-

sion is an infestation, a viral invasion, or a danger to the <american> body. 

trump’s anti- immigrant rhetoric is not constrained by these three tropes.23

a rhetoric of absolutism also helps to explain policy implementation. 

in early april 2018, Us attorney general Jeff sessions announced a “zero 

tolerance” policy directed toward individuals seeking immigration across 

the southern border. anyone seeking to enter the United states (including 

asylum- seekers who were turned away at a port of entry and forced to enter 

elsewhere, hence illegally) would be committing a misdemeanor crime and 

subject to prosecution.24 the result of this new policy was the apprehension 

of approximately 2,300 minors who were separated from their parents or 

guardians—or “child smugglers” in the administration’s parlance—for an 

indefinite period. Kirstjen nielsen, secretary of the Department of home-

land security (Dhs), stated in a White house press conference that children 

could not remain “at large” as their parents were detained. the resulting 

public outrage over the family separations and the government’s apparent 

inability to reunite families created a public relations nightmare for the 

trump- sessions- nielsen nexus. the attention paid to this and other actions, 

such as the administration’s announcement to eliminate the Deferred action 

for childhood arrivals (Daca) program in 2017, reinforced for racially mar-

ginalized individuals and their allies the racialized qualities of policies that 

were poorly planned and meant primarily to punish and deter immigrants. 

By late June 2018, the administration was not only asking for military bases 

to offer housing to detained minors, it was also requesting that the Dhs 
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develop a database to track separated and detained children for eventual 

reunification with their parents.

the irony of the “zero tolerance” debacle was that the state Department 

in early 2017 had outlined to trump an approach for Us influence in central 

america that included support for economy, public safety, and governance.25 

the trump administration apparently ignored this report that addressed 

the root causes of northern migrations. Where the state Department saw 

a population in danger, the trump administration saw a dangerous popula-

tion. as problematic as previous Us interventions have been in central and 

south america, the abdication of leadership in the name of <america> first 

proved to be a mistake in this case. in the next two subsections, we examine 

the vulnerabilities to democratic ideals and conventions created by trump’s 

policies toward Latin america and Latinx bodies.

the Wall

Dana cloud argues that powerful visual images interplay with “verbal ideo-

graphic slogans, making abstractions . . . concrete.”26 the slogan, “make 

<america> Great again” is propelled in audience chants of “Build the wall!” 

at trump rallies. national pride and security are realized in images of wall 

prototypes, Us soldiers being deployed to south texas, and barbed- wire addi-

tions to existing portions of the border wall. in this discourse, <america> 

is under siege. Demo notes that this depiction establishes “the erosion of 

U.s. sovereignty as the defining warrant of immigration restriction” poli-

cies.27 trump’s wall materializes the commitment to a secure <america> and 

allows him to attempt to bypass legislative and judicial processes.

meeting with state Republican leaders in texas, President trump 

remarked, “i’m the builder president. Remember that.”28 he has used his 

real estate background to generate confidence in his ability to construct 

grand structures such as a two- thousand- mile- long, thirty- foot- high wall 

along the southern border. Under the rationale of national security, the wall 

is a simple idea that appeals to many. on march 19, 2018, trump examined 

prototypes near san Diego, california, that were built at a cost of between 

$2 million and $4 million.29 so insistent was trump about moving forward 

with building a wall, he threatened a government shutdown if congress did 

not allocate $25 billion by the end of the fiscal year in september 2018.30 a 

deadlock ensued that resulted in the longest partial government shutdown 

in Us history.
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trump and his surrogates are fond of saying that he has “absolute 

authority” in many domains; however, some proposals from the trump 

administration seem to show a lack awareness of the separation of powers 

or a disregard for this principle. for example, when congress allocated only 

a small portion of the 2018 budget to the border wall (mostly for mainte-

nance of existing fencing), trump floated the idea of moving funds from the 

$700 billion allocation for military spending. the president seemed not to be 

aware that such changes to the budget (for 2018 or 2019 fiscal years) would 

require amendments and the involvement of lawmakers. similarly, trump 

tweeted that increasing the number of immigration judges “is not the way to 

go” and that “people must simply be stopped at the border and told that they 

cannot come into the U.s. illegally.”31 trump failed to recognize that immi-

grants have rights to due process; he assumed that as president he could 

waive such due process requirements. in his mind, apparently, protecting 

<america> excuses these oversights.

mexico’s foreign minister Luis Videgaray called the proposed construc-

tion of the border wall “an unfriendly, hostile act.”32 the unilateral decision 

changed the relationship between two partners whose economies are highly 

interdependent and is likely responsible for growing nationalism in mexico. 

the wall reversed the identity of the United states as “a nation of immigrants” 

that upholds the democratic ideals of inclusion and due process and reinforced 

the notion of the United states as being under increasingly authoritarian rule.

nafta

trump signaled his intent to shed multinational partnership models early 

in his term by withdrawing from the trans- Pacific Partnership agreement.33 

subsequently, the United states withdrew from the Paris agreement (more 

commonly known as the Paris climate accord) in June 2017. although the 

United states cannot formally leave the agreement until 2020, it has since 

maintained a muted presence in ongoing climate protection negotiations.34 

the United states also withdrew from the seven- nation Joint comprehen-

sive Plan of action (commonly known as the iran Deal) under which iran 

pledged to stop nuclear arms production in exchange for the removal of 

economic sanctions.35 finally, in June 2018, trump refused to endorse the 

G7 summit communique (after arriving late to and leaving early from the 

summit in canada hosted by Prime minister Justin trudeau) that outlined 

economic, educational, and environmental initiatives.36
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as a candidate and as president, trump expressed harsh opinions regard-

ing another multinational partnership, nafta. “We are in the nafta 

(worst trade deal ever made) negotiation process with mexico and canada,” 

trump tweeted. “Both being very difficult, may have to terminate?”37 Build-

ing on trade agreements with canada, the trilateral agreement including the 

United states and mexico took effect in 1994, during the clinton adminis-

tration. nafta reduced or eliminated tariffs and allowed for less regulated 

commerce among the three countries. trump claimed that the agreement 

created trade deficits with the other two partners. Labor unions had long 

opposed the deal, arguing that it would make it easier for Us companies to 

move manufacturing jobs to mexico, where wages were significantly lower.

our goal here is not a consideration of the economic pros and cons of 

nafta. instead, we suggest that the nafta renegotiations have become a 

de facto element of trump’s anti- immigrant policy. in January 2018, trump 

tweeted that “the Wall will be paid for, directly or indirectly, or through longer 

term reimbursement, by mexico.”38 When it became apparent that the mexi-

can government was not going to equivocate on its vocal opposition to the 

wall, and when fiscal conservatives in the house of Representatives balked 

at the $25 billion price tag, the trump administration had to begin exploring 

creative ways to be able to claim that mexico was paying for it. in June 2018, 

trump announced that he wanted to restructure the renegotiations such 

that the United states would negotiate with mexico and canada separately.39 

negotiating a trilateral agreement in separate bilateral meetings sounds odd 

unless the objective is to end up with very separate agreements. this model 

would allow trump to push mexico on immigration. in another tweet, trump 

revealed the strong connection between the nafta and immigration policy. 

in april he tweeted, “mexico . . . must stop people from going through mexico 

and into the united states. We may make this a condition of the new nafta 

agreement.”40 in the summer of 2019, trump threatened to impose tariffs 

on mexican goods if mexico did not do more to stop the flow of refugees 

and migrants from passing through on the way to the United states. in this 

anti- immigrant discourse, the flow of mexican commerce becomes associ-

ated with the “open border” flow of asylum- seekers and immigrants from 

mexico and central america. furthermore, protecting <america> means cre-

ating new trade “walls” or barriers that reflect a failure to view trade policy 

between the United states and mexico holistically or to consider the inter-

dependent economies among the United states, mexico, and canada. it is 

highly ironic that many business sectors, such as agriculture (which is seeing 

major losses in revenue due to a lack of migrant labor and new tariffs), may 
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experience further disadvantages if mexico were to concede on a topic such as 

the wall in return for other perks. Given all these unfolding dynamics, from 

the campaign trail to trump’s first years of presidency, we turn to the vernacu-

lar responses of pro- immigrant rights rhetoric, which reached a climax in the 

summer of 2018, as a response to trump’s <america>.

Vernacular Responses to anti- immigrant Rhetoric

in mid- June 2018, vernacular responses in opposition to trump’s <america> 

were particularly striking. these vernacular responses—primarily in the 

form of locally based and organized demonstrations and rallies—are impor-

tant to note because they are animated by key democratic components of 

the “accepted” <american> narrative, namely, free speech and freedom of 

assembly. Public outrage ensued over the exposure and subsequent media 

coverage of tent cities and child detention centers for undocumented youth 

who had been separated from their families. on father’s Day, June 17, hun-

dreds descended on tornillo, texas—the site of a tent city on federal land 

housing undocumented immigrant children—at the border crossing near 

el Paso.41 Protesters expressed outrage at the trump administration’s zero 

tolerance policy leading to the separation of families. former secretary of 

housing and Urban Development and political leader Julián castro stated, 

“this is an issue about what is right and what is wrong,” and california 

secretary of state alex Padilla asserted, “Detaining children, taking little 

babies away from their mommies and their daddies, is not who we are as 

americans. the rest of the world needs to be reminded of that. We need 

to be reminded of that.”42 other leaders included activist Dolores huerta, 

Will hurd, Veronica escobar, and Us senate candidate Beto o’Rourke, who 

spearheaded the march. in the days that followed, these protests spurred 

dissent across the nation from mcallen and Brownsville, texas, to new york 

city and Washington, Dc.

in the wake of this national exposure and public protest of child detention 

sites—referred to as “tender age” facilities by the trump administration—at 

least eight states ended their cooperation with a White house initiative to 

send national Guard troops to secure the border.43 Governors of these states 

cited their disagreement with policies that separated families as reasons for 

recalling or withholding their troops. additionally, on June 20, 2018, four 

major airlines each refused to fly immigrant children separated from their 

parents by the federal government under trump’s zero tolerance policy.44 
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american, frontier, southwest, and United airlines each conveyed that the 

policy ran counter to their corporate goals of connecting people; they claimed 

they had no evidence that they had transported children under the policy but 

were very clear about their refusal to do so. american airlines took the lead 

by issuing a statement indicating that the separation policy was not aligned 

with the airline’s values. they noted, “We have no desire to be associated with 

separating families, or worse, to profit from it. . . . We have every expectation 

the government will comply with our request and we thank them for doing 

so.”45 numerous corporations, organizations, and political groups have fol-

lowed suit. for example, the organization of american states, comprising 

thirty- four nations, has called for trump to return children to their parents 

and reunite families as soon as possible.46

as the pressure mounted for the trump administration, it declared an 

end to child-  and family- separation policies. yet in the six days that followed 

a presidential executive order to rectify the crisis, only six children were 

reunited with their parents. in late June of 2018, a federal judge in san Diego 

set a thirty- day deadline for reuniting parents and children, and an approxi-

mately fifteen- day deadline for very young kids, as a means of spurring the 

trump administration into swift movement.47

more recently, calls for the dissolution of immigration and customs 

enforcement (ice), one of the many federal agencies created after the 9/11 

attacks, have gained momentum. on June 19, 2018, a group of approxi-

mately one hundred protesters took to the streets of manhattan, chanting 

“abolish ice.” Later that day, about ten to fifteen demonstrators confronted 

Dhs secretary Kirstjen nielsen at a mexican restaurant in Washington, Dc.48 

they called for an end to the separation of migrant families at the border that 

resulted from the trump administration’s immigration policies, shouting 

“shame!” and “end family separation!” one man yelled out, “how dare you 

spend your evening here eating dinner as you’re complicit in the separation 

and deportation of over ten thousand children separated from their parents? 

how can you enjoy a mexican dinner as you’re deporting and imprisoning 

tens of thousands of people who come here seeking asylum in the United 

states? We call on you to end family separation and abolish ice!” as the 

protest accelerated the protesters then chanted, “abolish ice!” bringing the 

notion of ice as a dysfunctional agency into mainstream discourse. ear-

lier that same day, alexandria ocasio- cortez won the Democratic primary 

in new york’s fourteenth congressional District after campaigning on the 

agency’s abolishment. Days later, new york’s Kirsten Gillibrand became the 

first Us senator to announce her support for eliminating the agency.49 Just 
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hours later, new york mayor Bill de Blasio told Wnyc Radio’s Brian Lehrer, 

“ice’s time has come and gone.”50

on June 30, 2018, nearly seven hundred “families Belong together” ral-

lies took place across the United states to protest trump’s zero tolerance pol-

icy and ice. By april 2019, nielsen resigned as Dhs secretary. after mass 

protests against police bias and brutality and demonstrations for gender 

equality after trump’s election, lawmakers in eighteen states introduced bills 

that would limit civil resistance.51 first amendment freedoms were being 

undermined at a time when trump tweeted that journalists were the “enemy 

of the people.”52 the consolidation of executive branch authority continues.

Reflections on immigration in <america>

By the summer of 2018, emotions over trump’s immigration statements 

and policies reached a fever pitch. as outlined above, administration officials 

were being run out of casual leisure establishments by frustrated citizens 

and immigrant rights protesters. new rounds of discussion on public dis-

course and civility erupted on radio and cable news shows. as thousands of 

children who had been separated from their parents spent the summer in 

hastily erected tent cities and many in facilities far from the border, political 

victimhood was claimed on all sides. But as columnist michelle Goldberg 

notes about the flash disruptions, “it’s less a result in the breakdown of 

civility than a breakdown of democracy.”53 at the time of this writing, the 

supreme court upheld trump’s order to ban immigrants from a certain sub-

set of countries. the vote was 5–4, with trump- nominated justice neil Gor-

such—who occupies a seat that senate Republicans blocked obama from 

appointing—siding with the conservative justices.

in may 2018, Us ambassador to mexico Roberta Jacobsen, whose career 

in the state Department focused on Latin america, resigned over concerns 

with the tone and direction of trump’s policies regarding the border wall 

and nafta. earlier in 2018, the Us ambassador to Panama also resigned 

due to disagreement with trump’s perspective on Latin america. in the new 

administration, communication with mexico and other countries now fil-

tered through Jared Kushner, the president’s son- in- law and adviser.54

in this chapter, we have described how trump’s core essentialisms work 

to dehumanize immigrants and undermine key Us democratic values 

such as governmental checks and balances, due process, a free press, and 

inclusivity. in trump’s essentialist logic, brown bodies present a negative 
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return to the economy; they are criminal and diseased, not <american>; 

they are undeserving “invaders” who are “rushing” the border and threaten-

ing <america>. By applying the ideographs <america> and <american> in 

key slogans, he allows essentialist and stereotypical notions to gain greater 

acceptance. the judiciary is fine when it agrees with the administration and 

biased when it does not. the press peddles “fake news” when investigative 

journalism uncovers conflicts of interest, corrupt behavior, and false or con-

tradictory statements.

What is noteworthy about the essentialist turn is the pace of change in 

recharacterizing <america>. only three years had elapsed between when 

trump announced his candidacy for president and when Us soldiers were 

deployed to string barbed wire along the southern border. While many 

opposed this new/old view of <america> (after all, the Democrats regained 

control of the house of Representatives in the fall 2018 midterm elections), 

no one can deny the clarity of what <america> now means to trump and his 

supporters.

What does the draining of Us democracy—trump’s version of <america>—

hold for democratic- leaning states in Latin america? Based on our analysis of 

the application of <america> in negotiations over nafta and funding the 

mexico- Us border wall, we offer the following three conclusions to observers 

of Latin american–Us relations.

first, stereotypes matter. trump is most likely to harbor the most negative 

stereotype about Latin american people and their particular government. 

What is that stereotype? how can it be countered? trump and the Depart-

ment of homeland security reflexively link immigrants and Latin americans 

to ms- 13—the violent gang of	US	origin that now terrorizes el salvador, other 

central american regions, and also operates in the United states.55 the trump 

administration’s essentialist rhetoric views all nations south of the Us bor-

der monolithically and negatively. there is no expression of curiosity about 

the history of nations, their cultures, or their distinctive environments. there 

is no difference between Buenos aires, argentina, and Bogotá, colombia—  

they are stereotyped as one negative identity. in December 2018, at the G20 

summit in Buenos aries, trump walked away from his host, President mau-

ricio macri, saying to an aide “Get me out of here.”56 this action seemed to 

summarize trump’s discomfort with and lack of interest in Latin america.

second, the history of partnerships and common south and north 

american interests no longer matters for this administration. the conven-

tional observation that trump is a transactional president is true. only the 

present matters. Preexisting doctrines and strategies can be revoked with a 
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tweet. Previous treaties, traditional arrangements, various wrongs (past Us 

interventions or the annoyances of previous Latin american authoritarian 

leaders) are largely erased. the United states no longer casts itself as a moral 

leader or example. Relations are beginning anew. Latin american leaders are 

in a position to focus on specific issues and do not have to worry about deep 

context. the trump administration will either not know or not care.

there will be no coherent Us strategy toward central and south america, 

since that would be seen as “globalism” and therefore not in <america’s> 

interest. effects will outweigh causes—should a humanitarian crisis occur 

along the mexico- Us border, or in central or south america, Us reaction 

will likely be determined by whatever leverage the United states may extract 

(threatening to withhold previously committed aid in return for some unre-

lated goal, for example). intervention and/or agreements between Latin 

american nations and other nations such as Russia and china will have no 

principled reaction from the United states. it is likely that a free press in any 

Latin american nation will be seen as a deterrent to Us relations. Journalism 

is not likely to be protected or proclaimed as a value in democracy, and the 

administration is not likely to advocate for protections for journalists.

finally, images of power matter. trump is enamored with pomp and cir-

cumstance. he was so impressed with the Bastille Day military parade on his 

visit to france in July 2017 that he ordered the Pentagon to stage a similar 

parade in Washington, Dc. (after considerable review, the parade was subse-

quently canceled.) trump saw images of north Korean dictator Kim Jong- un 

wearing binoculars surrounded by military personnel and being revered by 

an adoring public; soon thereafter he attended a summit in singapore with, 

in trump’s words, the “talented” “chairman Kim.”57 the summit reinforced 

our first insight above: history no longer matters. Given this, how can pre-

sentations of authority, culture, and affluence direct trump administration 

attention to trade arrangements such as the reformulation of nafta to the 

Usmca (the new United states– mexico– canada agreement) or other sup-

port that benefits the national agenda?

Related to the authoritarian and transactional preferences of the trump 

administration, countries no longer have to account to the United states for 

human rights violations. on June 19, 2018, the United states withdrew from 

the United nations human Rights council. the putative reason was that the 

council had failed to prevent human rights abuses and that it was biased 

toward israel. But the withdrawal came a day after the United nations had 

called the Us treatment of immigrants on the southern border “unconscio-

nable.”58 the United states has no moral high ground from which to lecture 
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or condescend to Latin american nations. the favored strategy would be to 

focus on the fairness of the deal, not necessarily its goodness, and not to 

allow the introduction of human rights issues. this may seem to contradict 

the democratic impulse, but if the deal itself is in the service of a participa-

tory and inclusive agenda, a greater good will be accomplished.

further, limitations on democratic reforms through the imprisonment 

of opposition leaders and journalists in Latin american countries are not 

likely to be of concern to the trump administration. the murder of Wash-

ington	Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi in october 2018, in the saudi ara-

bian consulate in turkey, provided that lesson. after trump’s dissembling on 

holding the saudi crown prince accountable, Washington	Post publisher and 

ceo fred Ryan called trump’s response to the murder as “a betrayal of long- 

established american values of respect for human rights and the expectation 

of trust and honesty in our strategic relationships.”59 Latin american nations 

that seek to strengthen democratic institutions must look to one another to 

build new coalitions and alliances in the absence of Us leadership.

most political observers in the United states agree that the Republican- led 

nomination process for supreme court justice neil Gorsuch was “rigged” 

against an obama appointment to advantage trump. When the court subse-

quently ruled in favor of the trump travel ban, the president publicly thanked 

GoP senate leader mitch mcconnell.60 the irony, of course, is that many 

elections are rigged via GoP gerrymandering of voting districts, and out-

comes are influenced by sophisticated foreign intervention in Us elections. 

trump and his surrogates always claim the underdog position, eliminating 

common understandings of the ways that marginalized individuals, like 

Latinx peoples in the United states, are actually systemically disadvantaged. 

hence, a Latin american leader who claims such an underdog position (like 

the political leader Juan Guaidó in Venezuela) might gain an unexpected 

advantage when negotiating a deal that benefits a key democratic goal or 

perhaps a more strategic limited objective.

the draining of democracy in the United states may pose interesting 

opportunities for democratic-  and socialist- leaning nations in Latin america. 

in the trump administration, given the treatment toward north Korea, 

Russia, and other nations, it is obvious that more authoritarian regimes 

would now have a more sympathetic reception. What the United states has 

illustrated for the world is that seemingly absolute democratic ideals and 

structures are vulnerable. the nexus of executive ambition, legislative acqui-

escence, and judicial manipulation is resulting in a transformation of the 

social order that will have hemispherical and global consequences.
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for Us- based mexican hometown associations (htas), 2006 was the cul-

mination of a decades- long battle to reassess and rearticulate lo	 mexicano	

(mexican- ness) and mexican citizenship from their status for mexican citi-

zens living abroad. for the first time ever, Mexicanos	en	el	extranjero would be 

able to vote in a mexican presidential election. this right came on the heels 

of securing both dual- citizenship rights (granted in 1997) and absentee vot-

ing privileges for mexicans abroad (granted in 2005).

While certain aspects of this public (yet not highly publicized, at least 

not in Us mainstream media) civic and political activism were new, others 

were not. mexican hta political activism did not emerge out of thin air, as 

responses to exigencies found exclusive to the local national scene of Us 

political and rhetorical culture. nor were their arguments grounded in the 

concept of lives lived between two worlds—ni	de	aquí,	ni	de	allá, belonging 

nowhere. their rhetorics resist easy classification, asking us to reassess what 

it means to behave in public spaces and in public ways.

these rhetorics offer evidence of a robust yet largely unknown mexican 

migrant civil society that has existed for over a century in the United states.1 

mexican htas are thus examples of how migrant civil society’s binational 

rhetorical lives challenge some of the basic assumptions embodied in our 

theories of rhetoric and democracy: What does it mean to behave publicly? 

What and how does it mean to inhabit a public, democratic space? Who, 

when, and how can individuals participate publicly? Where, when, and how 

does a public	begin and end? Where does citizenship, and our ability to act 

and interact as citizens, begin and end?
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this chapter makes a simple assertion that aims to have far- reaching 

consequences for studies of rhetoric and democracy: while it may be pos-

sible to study “american” rhetorical citizenship, and other forms of political 

participation, without attending to the rich rhetorical histories of migrants 

in the United states, doing so would be woefully misguided. i use chicago’s 

mexican hta political activism during 2006 as evidence to support my 

assertion.

for Rebecca Vonderlack- navarro and William sites, chicago hta activ-

ism during 2006 offers a specific challenge to “the often artificial analytic 

divisions between domestic immigrant politics and diaspora reincorporation 

politics.2 as they argue, these artificial divisions perpetuate the ongoing era-

sure of Latin american migrant civil society in the United states, a tendency 

that makes it “difficult to recognize and analyze the dynamics that are spe-

cific to migrant collective action when the foreign- born are subsumed into 

Us ethnic and racial categories.”3

moreover, this activism counters the prevailing belief in the so- called cri-

sis of citizenship that understands: (1) citizenship as referring only to mem-

bership in a singular political community; (2) that global processes ranging 

from the “hyper- mobility of capital and people to the introduction and use 

of universal rights” has exposed the limits of citizenship as a viable political 

reality;4 and (3) that migrants are “always already” excluded from citizen-

ship’s possibilities.5 instead, following Luis Guarnizo, the rhetorics of mexi-

can htas display a vivid example of how contemporary citizenship—as well 

as contemporary rhetoric in	 society—has been reconfigured as fluid (“as 

opposed to ‘established’”), multiscalar (as opposed to singularly scaled) reali-

ties related to different aspects (that is, local, translocal, national, regional, 

supranational, transnational) of life.6

in other words, despite its supposed impending demise or irrelevancy, cit-

izenship remains a key mechanism of state governance whose “overlapping 

scales of excluding, controlling, and ruling dialectally intercept with new 

ways of belonging, participating, and resisting.”7 increasingly, these “dialec-

tic relations are expressed by the exercise of substantial citizenship rights 

(including mobility) by people who have been nominally barred from hav-

ing any formal rights.”8 While migrants are “often socio- politically excluded 

in the north, many are nevertheless included by states of origin (e.g., via 

dual and multiple citizenships), which seek to maintain the loyalty of their 

diaspora.”9 in short, the rhetorics of chicago’s mexican htas highlights an 

exercise of citizenship rights by groups and a public (that is, migrants and 
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migrant civil society) that have long been overlooked or unknown by rhetoric 

scholars in the United states.

however, such an assertion requires more than a leap of imagination; it 

requires a profound shift in our orientations. such a shift means viewing 

migrants seriously as political actors. What is called for are new theoretical 

and methodological orientations whose starting points consider migrants 

both as citizens of	some	place, who are able to act rhetorically as fluid, mul-

tiscalar actors, as well as rhetorical actors who often simultaneously engage 

politically with both their nations of residence and birth.

this chapter, then, focuses on the year 2006 and hta rhetorics in order 

to remark on the limitations that dominant mononational orientations have 

for our understanding of contemporary rhetoric in society and its democratic 

(im)possibilities. these observations are followed by an analysis of a chi-

cago hta leader’s reflection of this crucial moment in mexican migrant civil 

society in the United states. While this analysis is not meant to be exhaus-

tive, it does aim to push our collective gaze beyond our mononational ten-

dencies to the point where the rhetorical histories of migrant civil societies 

and their sending nations rub uncomfortably but productively against our 

own mononationalistic tendencies.10 in what follows, a brief sketch of the 

context faced by chicago’s mexican htas prepares the way for the subse-

quent analysis.

the context

most accounts of the political and rhetorical activities by Us mexican (and 

other Latin american) migrants and their supporters during 2006 focus on 

the march 25 Los angeles demonstration (better known as La Gran mar-

cha). such a move implicitly places the political exigencies created by the 

2005 anti- immigrant “sensenbrenner Bill” and the localized national scene 

of Us politics as the	primary, and often only, rhetorical reality faced by these 

groups.11

While a useful starting point, such accounts only capture the Us side of 

a much larger binational reality faced by these migrants in 2006. instead of 

focusing on La Gran marcha—which, at best, situates migrant civil society 

as an often silent (even silenced) element of a much larger coalition of inter-

secting national interests largely organized and led by others—a turn instead 

to the long history of mexican htas in the United states offers a more 

nuanced, complex picture.
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a compelling portrait is offered by chicago’s htas, some of the old-

est and (arguably) most powerful migrant- led organizations in the United 

states. Largely unknown outside their immediate communities, chicago’s 

htas are linked to the long history of mexican hometown associations in the 

United states that originated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies. htas “are widely recognized as important forms of first- generation 

mexican immigrant civic and political participation at the grass- roots level.”12 

Possessing strong binational institutional structures, chicago htas have 

long been active in “sustaining transnational ties through participation in 

cultural, infrastructural and political activities in mexico while fostering 

important paisano network and kinship connections in the United states.13

their power and growth during the late 1990s and early 2000s should not 

be overlooked. as a chicago hta leader reminisced, “[migrants] participate 

[in an hta] because it is a form, a mechanism of mental hygiene in order 

to escape the oppression and the lack of participation in this [Us] society.”14

in recognizing the key role played by htas, we are reminded that the 

sensenbrenner Bill was not the only or primary exigence driving the political 

and rhetorical activities of mexican migrant civil society in 2006—at least 

not at first. a bigger exigence was found in that year’s mexican presidential 

election when, for the first time, mexicans living abroad would be able to cast 

a vote for president. 

this right to vote would be put to the test in one of the most highly con-

tested presidential elections in the nation’s history.15 sensing the potential 

impact that their vote could have, chicago htas were very active in organiz-

ing absentee voter registration drives. to accomplish such tasks, they drew 

on a vast network of institutional and legal structures found in both nations, 

as well as other binational formal and informal associations constructed over 

decades. the mexican government funded binational television and radio ad 

campaigns. Leading presidential candidates, including andrés manuel López 

obrador, made campaign stops in cities such as chicago and Los angeles.

as Xóchitl Bada notes, the sensenbrenner Bill’s passing in 2005 thus 

caught mexican htas by surprise. the bill passed “while many htas and 

other mexican political groups were preparing to register voters for the fol-

lowing year’s mexican presidential elections.” however, this did not unnerve 

them, as “they understood the importance of orchestrating an immediate 

response to [the bill] despite their busy workload with the mexican election 

campaign.”16 for the first time in their histories, mexican htas moved to 

expand their historically mexican- centric political orientation toward a truly 

binational articulation with both mexico and	the United states.
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Rhetorics of citizenship

a productive avenue for exploring how mexican htas challenge some of our 

basic assumptions found in our current theories of rhetoric and democracy 

is to look at Josue David cisneros’s overview of recent rhetorical scholar-

ship on citizenship. as he correctly points out, “a voluminous body of litera-

ture on citizenship exists within rhetorical studies.” for cisneros, rhetorical 

scholars have “generally studied [citizenship] according to its so- called what, 

where, who, and how.”17 these four approaches thus provide the framework 

he would use to write his review. in what follows, i provide an overview 

of these four approaches as outlined by cisneros with an eye toward the 

strengths and weaknesses they reveal about dominant mononational orien-

tations found in these areas of rhetorical scholarship.

as cisneros outlines, approaches that emphasize the “what” of citizenship 

“focus on how a type of rhetoric characterizes, instantiates or best secures 

citizenship.” these approaches are concerned with the deliberative and dis-

cursive forms of “civic engagement as tools to invigorate democratic citizen-

ship.”18 for christian Kock and Lisa Villadsen, rhetorical citizenship acts as 

a frame that “asks us to appreciate [that] how we ‘do’ citizenship discursively 

and the way we talk about society are both constitutive and influential on 

what civic society is and how it develops.” an umbrella term, “rhetorical citi-

zenship” draws from what Robert asen and Dan Brouwer call “modalities of 

public engagement” that are “fluid, multimodal, and quotidian enactments 

of citizenship in a multiple public sphere,” where democracy is seen “more 

as a guiding light than a set of institutions or specific acts.” thus, to take 

rhetorical citizenship as a conceptual frame requires less a “focus on what a 

particular utterance is like, or how effective it is, but more on how suited it is 

to contribute to constructive civic interaction.”19 Robert asen’s discourse the-

ory of citizenship reorients matters by turning to the “how” of citizenship. in 

his approach, which emphasizes practice over the more normative views of 

citizenship furthered by scholars like Kock and Villadsen, “the creativity and 

agency of citizenship enactment” is highlighted.20

for cisneros, Linda Bosniak’s scholarship emphasizes the “‘where’ of cit-

izenship, the boundaries of belonging.” in Bosniak’s articulation of citizen-

ship, borders and the bordering of citizenship function as threshold matters 

that work internally as well as externally. Key for cisneros is how Bosniak 

underscores that questions of borders are endemic to citizenship: “rhetorics 

of citizenship also serve to draw borders and construct the ‘alien’ in legal and 

cultural terms.”21
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the fourth and final approach, the “who” of citizenship, addresses most 

explicitly the parameters of who can participate in the performance of citi-

zenship. however, what distinguishes this approach is not simply its descrip-

tive nature, but its attempt to expand the parameters of who can participate 

or perform rhetorics of citizenships. from Belinda stillion southard’s work 

on the national Woman’s Party campaign for women’s suffrage, to cisne-

ros’s own development of a cosmopolitan vernacular notion of citizenship 

that “challenges the preeminence of race, legality, culture, and single- state 

national identity,”22 much of this scholarship emphasizes how alternative 

perspectives on citizenship serve as examples for how marginalized groups 

confront dominant forms of citizenship and assert political agency.

a key thread in this approach has been to offer a structural critique of 

citizenship itself. hector amaya’s central argument in Citizenship	Excess:	

Latinos/as,	Media,	and	the	Nation, for instance, “is that nation- state citizen-

ship is irreparably rooted in exclusion, racism, and colonialism because 

excess is its structural precondition.”23 for her part, ana Ribero offers a 

similar conclusion: citizenship “cannot truly be decolonized.” as Ribero 

laments, “Regardless of their juridical citizenship status, bodies of color 

are often not understood as normative citizens within the national imagi-

nary and their performances of citizenship are not read as such by their 

audience.”24

a major goal of this research thread, then, is not to find a solution with 

or against citizenship qua citizenship—a move that puts them at odds with 

southard and cisneros, who both suggest the need to challenge the norma-

tive status of citizenship while also working toward its rehabilitation. Rather, 

amaya and Ribero call for other forms of conceptualizing community that 

move beyond citizenship’s exclusionary underpinnings.

the Rhetorics of mexican civil society in the United states

While these four approaches as a whole have expanded, even challenged 

dominant and classical notions of citizenship, especially in its “normative 

form of political subjectivity and community membership,”25 chicago’s 

migrant civil society casts a long shadow on this literature. By ignoring 

migrant civil societies in places like chicago, this scholarship has missed 

opportunities to fully treat the breadth of its concepts, especially for how 

migrants as individuals, and as part of larger migrant communities, have 

affected theories and practices of rhetoric and democracy.
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i use the analysis of an interview of an hta leader to reflect on what 

attending to the rhetorics of migrant civil society can tell us about rhetoric 

and democracy in the present and their possible futures. this analysis thus 

aims to provide an outline of the kind of reorientation necessary for future 

studies of rhetoric and democracy.

this interview comes from Vonderlack- navarro and sites’s sociologi-

cal study of the 2006 marches in chicago, which was a combination of 

archival, interview, and ethnographic data. as they argue, this data, “when 

examined through a historical lens, enable them to shed light on how the 

efforts by various government leaders to develop migrant associations as 

vehicles for their own purposes tended, over time, to enhance these organi-

zations’ efforts to become a unified—and eventually contentious—political 

actor.”26 i take both their studies further by applying a rhetorical lens to 

their work.

the binational rhetorical work undertaken by chicago’s htas during 

this period underscores that for migrant civil society, rhetoric and democ-

racy (broadly conceived) are not necessarily concepts, practices, or (im)pos-

sibilities that begin or end at borders. neither are they gained nor lost when 

immigrating to new places. for these groups—and arguably for some, many, 

most (?) other immigrant groups—participation in the political life of mexico 

or the United states is not a zero- sum choice between here	or	there.

for instance, when faced with the threat of the sensenbrenner Bill, chi-

cago’s hta leadership crafted responses that began from their lived experi-

ences as both mexican binational political actors and	marginalized foreign 

nationals living in the United states. for chicago’s hta leadership this 

double consciousness was arguably new. importantly, the threat posed by 

sensenbrenner motivated a radical rethinking of their long history of strict 

mexico- centered political engagement. the following interview passage cap-

tures this shift:

We were going with the vote of the mexicans [i.e., in mexico]. But when 

we became aware of the fiasco, of the lack of people [living in the United 

states] with electoral credentials, there was great disenchantment and 

all of that hope we had of being able to have major political weight in 

mexico [disappeared]. so then it grabbed our attention: mexico is very 

far from here, many kilometers. here is where we are, here is where 

we are living, and they are at the point of passing a law that is going 

to make you a criminal—and you continue thinking about voting in 

mexico’s next elections?27
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important to highlight here is that this new binational political consciousness 

was first	given shape and meaning through mexico’s own ongoing political 

drama and mexico’s political history, not despite them. that is, it was their 

direct articulation with mexican political life as active political actors that 

grounded how chicago htas came to understand their need to engage pub-

licly with political life in the United states as never before.

this leader’s assessment of mexico’s presidential election, especially for 

how it might ensure a bright future of “major political weight” for mexicanos	

residents	en	el	extranjero	(mexican citizens living in the United states), is not 

hopeful. there is a sense of resignation (a “great disenchantment”), perhaps 

even a hint of bitterness, that a decade of direct political engagement in mex-

ico has been for naught, at least for this issue. however, rather than leading 

to political disengagement, mexico’s political “fiasco” suddenly (it “grabbed 

our attention”) made him and others aware of how events in front of them, 

in their place of residence, directly affected them.

What is rhetorically noteworthy here is how this “great disenchantment” led 

this leader to conclude that not only was “mexico [geographically] very far from 

here,” but it was also very politically remote as well. in part, this sentiment sug-

gests a recognition that geographical distances may, in fact, possess important 

political constraints and (im)possibilities that could not be overcome simply 

or solely through absentee voting. missing is the use of the inclusive first- 

person plural pronoun “we” that one might expect. instead, the phrase he does 

use—“the mexicans”—appears to imply a differentiating between an us	here 

(mexicans in the United states) and a they (“the mexicans”) living over there. 

at least for the moment, this distance appears to be an irreconcilable position.

But there is also an implied sense that even as he and others suffered a 

“great disenchantment,” their political activism in mexico has given them 

the tools and ways of thinking that can help them address the current exigen-

cies of Us immigrant politics. that is, these words are not from someone 

who is in awe or fearful of politics in the United states. there is a sense of 

desafió	(defiance) in these words that suggests that this hta leader believes 

the moment is not too big for mexican migrant civil society to tackle, for 

“here is where we are, here is where we are living.” We are thus faced with 

a political actor who, if not outright engaging with two national contexts, at 

least appears to be making sense of his own political positionality from an 

awareness of his status as being here and	there.

this sense of desafió	carries over throughout the interview. in a key pas-

sage, the hta leader reflects on what this new binational awareness meant 

for him and other hta members:
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there used to be this conception that, well, the question of immigra-

tion reform and all that, we should leave it for the gringos to do. [But] in 

Washington there are people speaking who are not migrants, someone 

else is speaking for us. i believe it is important that the migrants . . . 

we are the ones who should speak for us about topics that affect us. 

the mexican americans don’t have problems with [legal] papers, they 

don’t have problems of documentation and migratory status. We are 

the mexicans. We are the ones that should be speaking for our own 

people, for our own members.28

in this passage, the interviewee turns explicitly toward the Us context, but 

it is a move grounded in experiences of a politically active mexicano	residente	

en	el	extrajero.

furthermore, this reflection reinforces this interviewee’s newfound 

awareness of his and his group’s potential as binational political actors. his 

tone is direct, even confrontational. it possesses impatience with unnamed 

individuals—possibly mexican americans and “gringos”—and their “con-

ceptions” of immigration reform. for instance, mexican americans cannot 

adequately speak for his community, for they “don’t have problems with 

[legal] papers, they don’t have problems of documentation and migratory 

status.” there are (at least) two premises undergirding this argument. on 

the one hand, it is an argument grounded on an unstated yet implied belief 

that mexican hta political activities in mexico provide mexican migrant civil 

society with the political “know- how” that mexican americans simply do not 

and cannot ever have.

on the other hand, it is also an argument premised on the different legal 

status that both communities (mexican and mexican american) possess in 

the United states. it is the implied protection of legality versus the uncer-

tainty of having “problems of documentation” that makes mexican ameri-

cans incapable of fully speaking “about topics that affect” mexican migrant 

civil society. Both of these points assume an implied binational political 

and rhetorical knowledge base that is not available or accessible to mexican 

americans. Drawn from such presuppositions, then, it becomes obvious 

that only “we”—not mexican americans or “gringos”—“should be speaking 

for our own people, for our own members” in this political moment.

What we see here, then, is a binationally oriented rhetoric that does not 

necessarily seek inclusion into or exclusion from Us civic society, at least not 

in the ways or terms often desired by many Us Latinx rhetorical scholars.29 

nor is it a rhetoric aiming to expand dominant notions of Us citizenship 
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with a mexican- scented infusion. Rather, it is an outright embrace of con-

cepts and realities like the nation, migrant-	ness, and citizenship	in a manner 

different than what current rhetorical scholarship often describes.

importantly, it is a rhetoric that appears to draw great rhetorical strength—

its energeia—from its connection to, as well as its knowledge of, mexico’s long 

legal, economic, rhetorical, and political history. this is a complex, robust his-

tory with its own topoi, theories, and modes of argumentation that mexican 

americans and others do not know and cannot fully access. finally, it is a 

rhetoric that possess knowledge and experience of what the phrase “we are the 

mexicans” means (or could mean, or cannot mean)—not just in a discursive or 

performative sense, but also in its governmental bureaucratic (im)possibilities.

in this sense, then, the phrase “we are the mexicans” comes to possess 

a binational rhetorical force not often visible in studies of mexican immi-

grant rhetorical culture that possesses strict allegiance to Us- focused topics 

and concerns. on the one hand, this phrase denotes a mexican binational, 

nationalist rhetoric, whose origins and raison d’être draw as much from its 

connections to mexico as from the United states. second, the phrase is also 

a rhetoric that appears to understand migrant- ness as always already in pos-

session of some sort of political agency despite or in fact because of its mar-

ginalized political status in the United states.

in both cases, lo	mexicano	as a political and national reality—and embod-

ied in realities like citizenship—greatly matters. to be a mexican citizen in 

the United states is not simply performative; more important, it is what 

Guarnizo describes as a multiscalar reality (that is, local, translocal, national, 

regional, supranational, transnational) that moves with people even as they 

migrate to new places. i return to this point in the conclusion.

as a whole, such an argument is a complicated rhetorical position for 

this interviewee to take. such a move can easily backfire. it can appear arro-

gant, even shortsighted. for instance, it could be argued that this rhetoric, 

by rejecting that others should “speak for us,” is not only a rejection of the 

more visible and recognized mexican american, chicanx, and/or Latinx 

worldviews—ones that “[don’t] have problems with papers”—but also a 

rejection of any present and future collaboration with others. thus, rather 

than help eliminate the historical cleavage between htas and Us- focused 

immigrant organizations, such a position could be perceived as extenuating 

these differences.

together, events in mexico and the United states gave mexican migrants 

a belief in their greater ability and right to make demands on both nations. 

for instance, the mexican government could no longer justifiably ignore the 
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growing political demands and influence of its diaspora. Just as htas acted 

quickly, pushing for greater political rights in mexico, the mexican state also 

quickly moved to increase its reach and influence with its diaspora through a 

variety of formal legal and political institutional structures (for example, the 

tres por Uno program and the Program for mexican communities abroad). 

these newer structures built on, expanded, and eased the transformation of 

htas from mexico- oriented organizations to broader binationally focused 

organizations that could take advantage of the binational political and rhe-

torical possibilities presented by events like the passage of the sensenbrenner 

Bill. this transformation would only increase the political stature and clout of 

htas, as well as the benefits for possessing membership in the organization.

some of the explicit benefits of hta membership can be found in another 

key passage of this hta leader’s interview: “[migrants] participate [in an 

hta] because it is a form, a mechanism of mental hygiene in order to escape 

the oppression and the lack of participation in this [Us] society. . . . When 

you go to the real world . . . everyone tries to ignore you. they try to ignore 

your rights and you are a second- class citizen. [yet from] the moment the 

diputados [mexican officials] come and they listen to you and respect you, you 

[begin to] have a certain amount of respect for what you represent as a collec-

tive mind.”30 Rhetorically, such beliefs are important, for they do not reveal a 

passive or a politically neophyte population; rather, they showcase bination-

ally politically and rhetorically savvy actors who are aware of how their sup-

posed marginalized status—both here and there—may actually function as 

powerful political and rhetorical resources.

this passage, in particular, suggests that contra	 many rhetorical schol-

ars of transnationalism and citizenship, mexican migrants were not state-

less, but were actually thinking and behaving as mexican citizens inside the 

United states. this articulation between migrant and sending nation was as 

much the migrants’ own doing as it was the moment the diputados came, 

listened, and respected them.

as this passage further implies, this political confidence was not simply an 

effect of language, but, extending Kock and Villadsen, also effects of “enact-

ments”31—for example, diputados	 physically “coming” to “listen,” to show 

“respect”—that were as formal and highly institutionalized across national 

borders as they were discursive. for this hta leader these acts meant some-

thing (that is, they bestowed “respect”) for the individual as well as for the 

“collective mind” in the “real world.”

this reminds us that citizenship—and its rhetorical and democratic 

possibilities—is not something that stops at borders, but rather moves with 
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people. as the above passage suggests, citizenship’s movement across 

political borders exhibits dual liberating and controlling tendencies that can 

inspire new forms of political organization or can wreak havoc on a migrant 

population. additionally, just as citizenship’s movement can potentially 

weaken a nation’s connection to its diaspora, mexico’s actual political reality 

underscores what Guarnizo describes as the increasingly multiscale (that is, 

local, translocal, national, regional, supranational, transnational) reach of the 

nation- state into all areas of public and private life.32

Just as migrant populations can make demands on their home country, 

sending nations are also increasingly making demands on their diaspora. 

thus, rather than decreasing in influence, migrants cannot fully escape citi-

zenship’s or the sending nation’s multiscale reach. in some circumstances 

this can be useful, but in others they may be harmful. these multiscale 

realities especially challenge newer theories of rhetorical citizenship—like 

cisneros’s cosmopolitan vernacularism—that aim to theorize “forms of sub-

jectivity [and belonging] that can operate outside the bounds of the nation- 

state” and nation- state citizenship.33 this is an intriguing point to highlight 

since it hints at the reality that even the seemingly most insignificant migrant 

is always already imbricated to his or her nation at a variety of scales or con-

tact points that cannot be easily escaped, transformed, or surmounted. and 

yet this multiscalarity can also create spaces from which to speak and act 

that were not available to such migrants if they still lived in their nation 

of birth. as this interview also signals, many members of mexican migrant 

civil society also want to behave as mexican citizens outside their country—

not just for the political clout that it gives them back home, but also for the 

potential rhetorical and political force mexican citizenship might offer in the 

United states.

the What, how, Where, and Who of the Rhetorics  
of citizenship Revisited

the above interview contains an outline of what would emerge as a new 

multiscalar political orientation subsequently by chicago’s htas. taken 

together, these passages complicate what political participation both inside 

and outside one’s own nation might entail, and what such participation can 

tell us about rhetoric and democracy in contemporary society. to address 

some of these implications, i return to the questions i posed at the beginning 

of this chapter.34
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if the rhetorics of migrant civil societies are fundamental for understand-

ing current and future issues related to rhetoric and democracy, what, then, 

can we learn from them? on the one hand, we learn that mexican migrants, 

individually, and mexican migrant civil society are not stateless nomads, as 

rhetorical scholarship often directly or indirectly seems to suggest about 

this and other migrant populations. While it is true that not every mexican 

migrant enjoys the full benefits of being a mexican citizen abroad, it does 

not follow that these communities are legal, organizational, political, and 

rhetorical blank slates.

Rather, mexican migrants and migrant- led organizations have long used 

their rhetorical and political experiences in mexico and as mexicans resid-

ing in the United states to ground their rhetorical and political engagements 

in both nations. such work has benefitted from sophisticated organizational 

structures that mexicans have built over decades in places of both birth and 

residence. importantly and ironically, many mexican migrants have learned 

how to be mexican citizens from their engagements as mexicanos	residentes	en	

el	extrajero.35

consequently, even if the rhetorics of mexican civil society are not highly 

publicized in the Us mainstream or are ignored in Us rhetorical scholar-

ship, it also does not mean these rhetorics are not public	in nature. the rheto-

rics of htas are highly public and publicized—en	español (and increasingly in 

english)—to a wide audience of mostly recent and first- generation mexican 

migrants. their rhetorics engage a sense of the public and publicness that 

remain invisible only if we believe that citizenship refers solely to member-

ship in a singular political community or that it is an assemblage or hodge-

podge of diverse and discrete “types” (for example, cosmopolitan or urban).36

Rather, as the hta leader’s interview hints, because mexican citizenship 

operates at multiple scales, it also travels along with migrants to their new 

places of residence. it may exert ever greater modes of governmental control 

on these populations but it can also offer migrants new modes of agency, 

resistance, and negotiation they have never possessed before. thus, instead 

of conceiving of contemporary citizenship as a totally new version of citizen-

ship, we should see it as a sort of synthesis of the long history of citizenship 

that we inherit from ancient Greece.

moreover, the mobility—the where—of citizenship effects not just how and 

when citizenship matters, but also for whom it matters. for instance, where citi-

zenship is enacted can elicit different responses by the nation- state. a mexican 

living in mexico might be ignored by the powers that be. that same mexican 

citizen, now living in chicago, might suddenly be inundated by requests from 
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mexican politicians to come “listen to you . . . for what you represent as a col-

lective mind.”37 Living in chicago thus bestows a different, even better value 

(at least for this person) on mexican citizenship than what it would possess for 

this same person in mexico. this different value is as much a product of its 

geographical location—its scale—as it is a product of discourse.

this example suggests that a migrant’s or migrant civil society’s geo-

graphical location can influence how the nation- state can and wishes to 

interact with them. this ability is as much determined by the politics of the 

receiving nation (for example, the United states) as by the articulated needs 

of the sending nation (for example, mexico) toward its diaspora.

in another sense, this example of migrant civil society exposes the limits 

of the public, as often understood in rhetorical studies. Under the multisca-

lar realities revealed here, where, when, and how does a public begin and 

end? an easy yet ultimately unsatisfactory answer would be to contend that 

it is everywhere and thus nowhere, a byproduct of the multiscale nature of 

contemporary citizenship. however, given this evidence, it is perhaps more 

responsible to contend that a public is a living symbolic and material practice 

that emerges and just as quickly can dissipate as individual or communal 

interests shift and adjust.

But even this stance overlooks and negates the enduring power of institutions	

(for example, legal, economic, trade, governmental) to shape and define pub-

lic interests and practices. the mexican government, for instance, was highly 

motivated in establishing and maintaining durable institutional articulations 

with Us mexican migrant civil society that would resist the vagaries of shifting 

interests and motivations—so, too, was the United states government; but so, 

too, were mexican htas, who themselves were not just well organized but also 

well institutionalized. this suggests, then, that it is not enough to create a mass 

movement, but that there exists the real necessity of similarly creating durable 

institutions and institutional structures that can facilitate the rhetorical actions 

of migrant- led organizations across overlapping multiscalar realities.

at the very least, attention to how migrants undertake this and other 

similar work underscores the rhetorical complexity and difficulty of what it 

means to be in a public, democratic space and be doing public civic things 

in the twenty- first century.38 these attempts also remind us that citizenship 

remains an important, if not key mechanism through which migrants and 

migrant civil society pursue such tasks.

in the broadest sense, then, this interview reveals that such questions are 

enriched by theoretical orientations—such as the one developed in this chap-

ter—whose starting points view migrants not as society’s perpetual stateless 
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outsiders, but rather as citizens of	some	place	able to act rhetorically within 

arenas of life (for example, local, regional, national, transnational) that are no 

longer strictly confined to the physical boundaries of a nation.

migrants therefore underscore that citizenship is best understood not as 

an assemblage of diverse and discrete “types” of citizenships, nor as a hodge-

podge of monoscalar citizenships (for example, global or urban), but rather as 

a “‘multilevel membership’ related to different scales (that is, local, translocal, 

national, regional, supranational, transnational)” of a person’s and com mu-

nity’s political and rhetorical life.39 such an understanding of citizenship reveals 

dynamic aspects of citizenship, democratic participation, and publicness long 

denied or deemed impossible for migrants. conversely—ironically perhaps—

citizenship’s “multilevel membership” also hints at mechanisms that nation- 

states use to exert greater political and legal control on both its diaspora and 

remaining- at- home citizens from greater distances and at diverse scales.

finally, the interview provides evidence in support of the following key 

observation made by Guarnizo vis- à- vis citizenship: that the multiscalar 

nature of contemporary citizenship “subverts one of the central tenets of 

classical citizenship: namely, that citizens are settled residents.”40 as this 

hta leader’s interview underscores, people move and their citizenship 

(often? sometimes?) moves with them. our theories of rhetoric and democ-

racy must begin tracing such movement and its nuances.

closing thoughts

at the very least, the rhetorics of migrant civil society compel us to rethink 

our loci of enunciations.41 as scholars and activists, it matters where our 

scholarly interventions begin and toward what they are oriented. Do our 

theoretical and political orientations lead toward perpetuating the erasure of 

marginalized groups or does our research “do right by them”? increasingly 

for topics and issues related to rhetoric and democracy, we can no longer 

address such questions without also acknowledging and embracing perspec-

tives that are multiscalar and multinational in scope and nature.

all of this argues that the so- called crisis of citizenship is anything but. 

for migrants, especially, citizenship promises not just cultural, economic, or 

discursive connections to the home nation. as the 2006 rhetorics of htas 

reveal, citizenship remains a powerful multiscalar mechanism for making 

political, social, legal, and economic demands on two nations, often simulta-

neously. increasingly, mexican governments (at the local, state, and federal 
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level) have had to publicly engage with mexicans abroad in order to meet 

their demands as mexicanos	residentes	en	el	extrajero, but also as mexican citi-

zens who possess direct, often lengthy structural, political, economic, and 

legal ties to the multiple scales (local, translocal, national, regional, suprana-

tional, transnational) of the nation.

from a rhetorical standpoint, these rhetorics compel us to rethink how 

we understand, evaluate, and theorize basic concepts around rhetoric 

and democracy. often our scholarship has a tendency to view migrants as 

peripheral to these conversations. this outsider status has rightfully led 

some scholars (for example, amaya, cisneros, Dechaine, and Ribero) to 

challenge such views, broadly reminding us that a nation’s civic imaginary 

comprises its excluded “others” as much as citizen alike.

nonetheless, because these challenges primarily speak about	and for these 

populations, even this work inadvertently reinscribes migrants to the periph-

ery. fundamentally, these arguments are premised on a “belief that rights 

associated with citizenship are geographically bounded to the scale of the pol-

ity, whether it is a city, a region, a nation, or an empire, and in relation to peo-

ple’s emplacement and displacement.”42 this “geography of rights,” Guarnizo 

further notes, “assumes that the subjects endowed with these rights are local-

ized inhabitants rather than mobile subjects.”43 in this sense, then, theories of 

hybridity or cosmopolitanism offer a way out of this conundrum.

But this way out comes at a cost. this move signals a turn from structural, 

legal, historical—and ultimately rhetorical—analyses of citizenship, toward 

an overly deterministic insistence on the performative, the local, and the par-

ticular. however, as Guarnizo further reminds us, “international borders and 

territories do exist and are enforced, no matter how porous they may be.”44 

scale matters not just from an epistemic, subjective perspective. it is also an 

ontological reality.

thus rather than search for solutions that aim to overcome democracy’s 

and citizenship’s limitations, we may do more right by first understanding 

migrants’ own efforts to “exercise agency [through] finding access to the right 

legal/institutional articulations in a world where overlapping multi- scalar 

constructions are increasingly part of the social fabric.”45 Rhetorical stud-

ies is especially primed to contribute to this multiscalar orientation toward 

rhetoric and democracy.

We live in worlds that move; our scholarship must move with them.
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AMeriCAn exCePtionAlisM, BAseBAll diPloMACy, 
And the norMAlizAtion oF us- CuBAn relAtions

Michael L. Butterworth

at the start of the 2018 major League Baseball (mLB) season in the United 

states, nearly 30 percent of players identified as hispanic or Latino.1 

among these players are some of the brightest stars in the game, includ-

ing Venezuelan- born Jose altuve and cuban- born yasiel Puig. Beyond their 

considerable talents, altuve and Puig also represent different iterations of 

american mythology. altuve’s popularity derives both from his ability and 

his likeability; he is characterized in the Washington	Post by “his boundless 

energy, lightning speed and fierce yet joyous competitiveness.”2 his energy, 

work ethic, and positive attitude are attributes that articulate nicely with 

ideal portrayals of the american Dream, upholding altuve as an exemplar of 

opportunities uniquely to be found in the United states. mLB has long cele-

brated the game’s role in welcoming immigrants and affirming the purport-

edly distinct virtues of the nation.3 in the past half century, this narrative has 

increasingly focused on players coming from Latin america, at times con-

verging with larger national discourses about immigration (especially with 

respect to mexico, which often stands in for all of Latin america in immigra-

tion discourse in the United states). although Latino players are now some 

of the most successful and popular in the sport, this has not inoculated them 

from bigotry and stereotypical portrayals in the media. in particular, they 

are often characterized as passionate, hot tempered, and undisciplined—all 

traits frequently attributed to Puig.4

former mLB player Juan samuel, a native of the Dominican Republic, 

once famously explained how Latino players envisioned their path to the 

majors by stating, “you don’t walk off the island. you hit.”5 this declaration 

neatly summarizes a style of play—aggressive, passionate, flamboyant—that 
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is often stereotypically juxtaposed against commonly accepted standards of 

major league play—disciplined, measured, respectful. few players have spot-

lighted this tension so well as yasiel Puig, whose boisterous approach to the 

game has been complicated by lapses in focus, speeding tickets, and alter-

cations with teammates and fans.6 all at once, Puig appears to represent 

both the great promise of the american Dream and the fears many in the 

United states have about immigrants, especially those from Latin america. 

Us attitudes and policies toward Latino immigrants have long been prob-

lematic, and in recent years national discourses have become increasingly 

suspicious and hostile.7 Within this larger discourse that often treats Latino 

peoples homogeneously, there are more particular issues with respect to Us 

relations with cuba.

in many ways, yasiel Puig’s journey to the majors symbolizes the prom-

ise of democracy and the ongoing conflict between the United states and 

cuba. scott eden’s 2014 ESPN	 The Magazine feature “no one Walks off 

the island” explicitly invokes samuel’s famous phrase as it recounts Puig’s 

struggle to defect from cuba. also detailed by Los	Angeles Magazine’s Jesse 

Katz, Puig’s story includes multiple failed attempts to leave the island, smug-

glers, kidnappers, extortion, murder, and, of course, a $42 million contract 

with the Dodgers.8 although some of the details are sketchy and rely on mar-

ginally credible sources, it is clear that Puig faced considerable risks to make 

his way to the United states. similar to the story of the late José fernández, 

whose death in 2016 revived the accounts of his multiple efforts to defect,9 

Puig’s journey dramatizes the ongoing tensions between the United states 

and cuba, tensions that have been variously provoked or soothed by baseball.

space here prevents an extended discussion of the troubled relationship 

between the United states and cuba, but it is important to note that baseball 

has been central to the two nations since at least the 1860s. in the United 

states, baseball was being hailed as the “national game” or “national pas-

time” as early as 1856.10 in cuba, the game’s emerging popularity in the 

1860s allowed it to become an overt threat to spanish colonial rule as early 

as 1873. as Louis Perez describes, “Baseball carried a political subtext that 

served both to form, and to give form to, cuban discontent. that increas-

ing numbers of cubans were turning away from the national pastime of 

the bullfight to take up baseball offended spanish sensibilities and aroused 

spanish suspicions.”11 Using baseball as a symbol of resistance against colo-

nial rule aligned cubans with americans who viewed the sport as uniquely 

representative of democracy. By the time of the spanish- american War and 

the turn of the twentieth century, mLB was embarking on world tours to 
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trumpet american exceptionalism across the globe and inventing a mythol-

ogy of baseball’s origins that claimed it to be a distinctly american creation.12

in the first half of the twentieth century, cubans and americans enjoyed 

a robust relationship through baseball. cuban barnstorming teams enter-

tained fans throughout the United states, cuban- born players represented 

early challenges to mLB’s segregation, and mLB even located a successful 

minor league team in havana. circumstances changed significantly when 

fidel castro assumed power in 1959 and, by 1961, baseball in cuba was 

deprofessionalized and the channels to the United states were closed. in the 

subsequent half century, cuba built one of the most successful international 

sports programs in the world and the United states defined the soviet ally 

as one of the most strategic fronts in the cold War. in this context, baseball 

commonly served propagandistic and diplomatic purposes.

Late in the presidency of Barack obama, the United states declared its 

intentions to restore its diplomatic relationship with cuba. in December 

2014 obama announced, “We will end an outdated approach that for decades 

has failed to advance our interests, and instead we will begin to normalize 

relations between our two countries.”13 By october 2016, despite vocal criti-

cism from Republican officials and anti- cuban activists, the administration 

affirmed an attitude of “positive engagement” and nullified “key aspects 

of the fifty- five- year- old economic embargo that, to date, the Republican- 

controlled congress has refused to lift.”14 in between these announcements, 

the president attended an exhibition baseball game during a trip to havana. 

several media reports characterized the event as an example of “baseball 

diplomacy,” suggesting that the game could play a meaningful role in the 

new relationship between the nations.

in the remainder of this chapter, i want to take up the idea of baseball 

diplomacy as a rhetorical construct. Underlying the notion are assumptions 

about democracy and global politics, many of which are rooted in familiar 

discourses of american exceptionalism. these discourses are both central 

to historical political rhetoric in the United states and to competing visions 

of the nation’s role in contemporary political affairs. obama’s normaliza-

tion efforts have been largely reversed under President Donald trump, and 

these two most recent Us presidents offer a striking contrast that spotlights 

the challenges to democracy featured in this book. Before attending to these 

challenges, i first want to review the notion of american exceptionalism and 

then examine the obama presidency through the lens of what Robert ivie and 

oscar Giner call “democratic exceptionalism.”15 this leads to a discussion of 

baseball diplomacy and the specific efforts of the obama administration in 
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cuba. in the conclusion, i address the prospects of baseball diplomacy and 

the normalization of relations in cuba, both of which must now be under-

stood in the context of the Donald trump presidency.

from american to Democratic exceptionalism

the term “american exceptionalism” itself reflects the insular nature of politi-

cal rhetoric in the United states, as it clearly claims “american” at the expense 

of the rest of the hemisphere. as the introduction of this volume explains, 

“america” and “american” are complicated constructs, and part of this book’s 

challenge is to disrupt the commonplace use of them to stand in only for the 

United states. Despite the chauvinism embedded in the term, i will feature it 

here because it expresses a particular rhetorical tradition that largely character-

izes the political culture of the United states. expressions of american excep-

tionalism date back to well before the nation’s independence. scholars suggest 

that the most influential early iteration of this mythology is found in colonist 

John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon in which he referenced Jesus’s sermon on the 

mount to declare the american continent a “shining city upon a hill.”16 this 

imagery has more recently been a defining feature of american presidential 

discourse, with prominent references from both John f. Kennedy and Ron-

ald Reagan.17 Beyond this particular metaphor, “primary themes of american 

exceptionalism consist of U.s. presidential invocations that overtly mention 

the United states as being a single exception to the international community.”18

Presidents are not the only ones to suggest the United states is an “excep-

tion.” Perhaps most influential in this regard is alexis de tocqueville, who 

wrote in Democracy	in	America, “the american position is, therefore, entirely 

exceptional and it is quite possible that no democratic nation will ever be 

similarly placed.”19 Based on this observation from 1840, seymour Lipset 

deems tocqueville to be “the initiator of the writings on american exception-

alism.” he also clarifies that exceptionalism marks the United states as dif-

ferent but not necessarily better than other nations.20 nevertheless, prevailing 

discourse in the United states claims for the nation an inherent superiority. 

in the words of David Weiss and Jason edwards, “champions of american 

exceptionalism hold that because of its national credo, historical evolution, 

and unique origins, america is a special nation with a special role—possibly 

ordained by God—to play in human history.”21

earlier in the nation’s history, the rhetoric of exceptionalism primarily 

helped americans fashion an identity distinct from the “old World” in 
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europe. By the time the United states became a global power, however, it 

began to serve as a justification for foreign policy and attitudes toward the 

rest of the world. David Zarefsky explains that various events in the early days 

of the Us republic—such as the successful revolution and the expansion of 

Us territory—helped cement the belief that americans had been singled out 

by God himself. from this view, “the statement that americans are God’s 

chosen became not the conclusion of a conditional argument aiming to moti-

vate [americans], but the premise of a pragmatic argument aiming to license 

[them].”22 although such a perspective has provided american citizens with 

an assurance that the United states is always a force for good in the world, 

the moral certitude that follows from being God’s chosen nation has allowed 

americans to accept a range of actions across the globe that otherwise would 

have undermined the nation’s authority. this tension has become increas-

ingly relevant in the years since World War ii, during which the cold War 

led the United states to justify military interventions abroad and domestic 

inequalities at home in order to counter the threat of communism. as Don-

ald Pease argues, “the cold war state fantasy of american exceptionalism 

enabled U.s. citizens to experience their national community as coherently 

regulated through the disavowal of its inherent transgression as exceptions 

required to counteract the soviet threat.”23

the cold War is especially relevant to understanding the United states’ 

relationship with cuba. fidel castro’s allegiance to the soviet Union made 

him an immediate threat, leading to the spectacular failure by the United 

states in the Bay of Pigs incident in 1961. Just two years later, perhaps the 

most dramatic standoff of the cold War played out during the cuban missile 

crisis, a moment that confirmed both the fragility of Us- soviet relations and 

cuba’s strategic importance. in between these moments, Us officials passed 

the 1961 foreign assistance act and enforced an embargo of cuba the fol-

lowing year.24 anti- cuban sentiment was grounded in the larger resistance 

to communism, and the embargo and cold War–based policies remained 

standard practice for the United states well after the fall of the soviet Union. 

meanwhile, there has long been tension over the presence of the Us naval 

base at Guantanamo Bay in cuba, an issue that became more pronounced 

when the George W. Bush administration established a controversial prison 

camp there in 2002.

the arc of the cold War, with cuba serving as an important reference 

point, helps explain shifting perceptions of american exceptionalism. 

although Us citizens appeared able to reconcile the nation’s mythology with 

its questionable actions, others objected to smaller- scale interventions—such 



BAseBAll diPloMACy  93

as covert sponsorship of military coups in the third World or the exercise 

of influence in the United nations or World Bank—and large- scale military 

ventures—such as the war in Vietnam. near the end of the twentieth cen-

tury, declarations such as President Bill clinton’s, that “america stands alone 

as the world’s indispensable nation,” were met with equal parts praise and 

scorn.25 Global distrust of american exceptionalism then peaked in the early 

twenty- first century, as the Us- led “war on terror” further eroded the nation’s 

standing and left many feeling hostile toward a nation largely perceived as 

an international bully.26

if the Bush presidency and the excesses of the “war on terror” represented 

something of a breaking point, then many found promise in the election of 

Barack obama that a new rhetorical course could be charted. indeed, rhe-

torical critics were eager to embrace the obama presidency, both because of 

the new president’s oratorical skills and the shift in tone he brought to the 

office. for Robert ivie and oscar Giner, this shift was grounded in a sense 

of humility and egalitarianism, as well as a message “conveyed as much by 

his rhetorical manner as by explicit articulations of what might be termed 

democratic exceptionalism.”27 Jason edwards contends that the early stages 

of the obama presidency were framed explicitly by this notion, pointing out 

that “the obama administration pursued three rhetorical strategies—using 

the language of contrition, using the language of partnership, and leading 

by example—to carry forward this democratic exceptionalist ethos.”28 Jay 

childers, meanwhile, highlights a contrast with the Bush administration, 

suggesting that obama’s embrace of nuance and willingness to accept that 

conflict in politics is unavoidable demonstrate a healthier, agonistic concep-

tion of democracy. as he concludes, “this shared humanity was the neces-

sary component for getting people with very different worldviews and belief 

systems to struggle together as democratic citizens without demonizing one 

another as enemies.”29

the move away from a traditional rhetoric of american exceptionalism 

toward an ideal of democratic exceptionalism was met by at least two chal-

lenges. first, as obama settled into the presidency, real- world contingencies 

caused him to reflect on the United states’ role in the world. this happened 

during the president’s first year in office, when he was awarded the nobel 

Peace Prize in 2009. although critics wondered how someone could receive 

such an award with a minimal track record, supporters saw in the moment 

an affirmation of obama’s rhetorical aspirations—he was being recognized 

for an ability to move the nation (and the world) away from the belligerence 

of George W. Bush. nevertheless, in his acceptance speech obama had to 
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wrestle with the realities of war and the role of the United states in mediat-

ing global conflict. as Robert terrill argues, “the resulting text is a curious 

affair. a common observation was that, for a speech given on the occasion 

of accepting a prize for peace, it actually has quite a lot to say about war.” for 

terrill, obama navigated this paradox by offering “a thoroughly rhetorical 

understanding of war and peace; it is governed by the practical judgment 

that rhetorical training has always been meant to foster, and it is coupled 

fundamentally to a particular style of speech.”30 this does not amount to 

an endorsement, necessarily, but it does suggest the president was able to 

capture the nuances of a “just war.” ivie and Giner are less charitable. in 

their genealogy of war culture in the United states, they suggest the speech 

revealed that obama’s democratic exceptionalism had been eclipsed by a 

retreat to conventional american war rhetoric. “War culture prevailed,” they 

argue. “the president affirmed that the nobel Peace Prize was a symbol of 

‘our highest aspirations’ to ‘bend history in the direction of justice.’ toward 

this end, he assumed the title ‘commander in chief’ of a nation ‘at war’ and 

made ‘just war’ the measure of his actions.”31

Later in his presidency, obama further raised eyebrows when he explic-

itly invoked american exceptionalism in a speech arguing in favor of Us 

military action in syria. the nation’s willingness to protect its own people 

as well as those around the world is what “makes america different. that’s 

what makes us exceptional,” the president asserted.32 obama’s language 

was criticized by Russian president Vladimir Putin, who cautioned, “it is 

extremely dangerous to encourage people to see themselves as exceptional, 

whatever the motivation.”33 although most in the West would dismiss Putin 

simply because he is Russian, his commentary nevertheless tweaked con-

cerns about american justifications for war.

While those sympathetic to obama struggled with the tension between 

war and peace, his more obvious political critics presented a second chal-

lenge to the president by openly lamenting his abandonment of a stalwart 

american myth. his early speeches spoke to the pride all people feel for their 

own nations, to the extent that some observers felt he undermined ameri-

ca’s rightful claim to greatness.34 as the 2016 Us presidential election cycle 

began, obama’s efforts at rhetorical nuance were framed as signs of weak-

ness. former vice president Dick cheney charged, “We are not just one more 

nation, one more indistinguishable entity on the world stage. We have been 

essential to the preservation and progress of freedom, and those who lead 

us in the years ahead must remind us . . . of the special role we play. neither 

they nor we should ever forget that we are, in fact, exceptional.”35 meanwhile, 
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the entire candidacy of eventual winner Donald trump was predicated on 

the slogan “make america Great again,” a less- than- subtle accusation that, 

under the obama administration, the nation’s reputation had faltered.

the election of trump further calls into question the viability of demo-

cratic exceptionalism, and it clearly has implications for the United states’ 

relationship with nations across the americas, including cuba. no reason-

able assessment of his campaign can dismiss the overt appeals to racism 

and xenophobia that have unleashed renewed white nationalist sentiments 

in the United states.36 Building on recent manifestations of discourses 

about immigrants that depict them as invaders or contaminants,37 trump 

sparked fears of criminality and violence. Perhaps most notably, his 2015 

speech announcing his candidacy exploited these fears: “When mexico 

sends its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . they’re sending people 

that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. 

they’re bringing drugs. they’re bringing crime. they’re rapists. and some, 

i assume, are good people. . . . it’s coming from more than mexico. it’s 

coming from all over south and Latin america, and it’s coming probably—

probably—from the middle east.”38 trump’s xenophobia led critics to con-

clude his vision to be a “racist and populist variant of traditional american 

exceptionalism.”39

as president, trump has shown little inclination to temper his attitudes 

about immigrants and immigration policy. yet it is more complicated than 

simply declaring a resurgence of exceptionalist rhetoric. Rather, trump’s bel-

ligerence and hostility toward anything he believes not to be in the United 

states’ interests reflect a shift in emphasis or even an outright decline of 

american exceptionalism. in expressing the sense that the nation has for 

too long shouldered the burdens of other nations around the world,40 trump 

has both asserted the supremacy of the United states and diminished its 

sense of mission. as stephen Wertheim summarizes, “Donald trump does 

not speak the language of american exceptionalism. trump . . . assigns no 

providential role to the United states and locates it far from the vanguard of 

world history.”41 moreover, Jason edwards specifies the economic focus of 

trump’s exceptionalism at the expense of the nation’s mythic aspirations, 

noting “trump redefined american exceptionalism by emphasizing the 

source of its uniqueness and superiority were material principles instead of 

ideational ones. U.s. presidents have traditionally represented its exception-

alism by calling upon the power of its ideals and institutions. . . . throughout 

the campaign, his rhetoric focused on how reforming U.s. policy on trade, 

immigration, international engagement, and democracy promotion would 
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be a means to deliver the material gains it had lost because of previous presi-

dential administrations.”42

in other words, the trump administration embraces exceptionalism only 

to the extent that it affords the United states the right to do as it pleases 

in international affairs and thus sharply reverses the course of the obama 

presidency. although this shift has consequences for obama’s normaliza-

tion efforts, it is nevertheless worth examining the previous administration’s 

initiative as well as the consequences of both administrations’ policies on 

mLB and cuban baseball players.

identification and “Baseball Diplomacy”

in his study of obama’s more democratic rhetoric, edwards notes with sur-

prise the president’s emphasis on relations across Latin america. as he 

observes, “obama’s pledge of equitability in Us- Latin american relations was 

unusual, remarkable, and potentially groundbreaking. for over two hundred 

years, presidents and politicians have constructed the Western hemisphere as 

america’s backyard; a place for the United states to play and do what it wants 

with it. this backyard mentality has created a paternal tone in Us- Latin ameri-

can relations.”43 indeed, official Us attitudes about the western hemisphere 

have long been dominated by the 1823 monroe Doctrine and theodore Roos-

evelt’s corollary issued nearly a century later, both of which serve as testaments 

to american exceptionalism. of the Roosevelt corollary, christa olson asserts, 

“its paternalistic imperialism, its assertion of U.s. prerogative, and its assump-

tion of cultural superiority are blatant and have been remarkably influential on 

subsequent policy.”44 throughout the twentieth century, the United states has 

intervened repeatedly in central and south america, often sponsoring covert 

military action and orchestrating economic policy. indeed, any understanding 

of contemporary politics throughout the americas must account for Us efforts 

to shape various economies in its own neoliberal vision.45

the influence of Roosevelt brings us back to baseball and cuba. the turn 

of the twentieth century was marked by the growing influence of the United 

states in global affairs, and sport played a prominent role asserting the 

nation’s professed virtues.46 in the case of cuba, the United states saw the end 

of the spanish- american War as an opportunity solidify its standing in the 

region. as a result, “Baseball’s possible functions began entering into U.s. 

policy calculations, and americans began using it to promote political order 

and social control.”47 in subsequent decades, mLB owners saw cuba as a 
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fertile ground for scouting talent. even as the league operated with its “gentle-

man’s agreement” that prohibited players of color, some owners skirted this 

policy by signing light- skinned cubans.48 this practice provided a precedent 

for mLB’s relationships with nations in Latin america. after fidel castro 

became cuba’s prime minister in 1959, mLB strengthened relationships with 

other countries, most notably the Dominican Republic. in the years since, the 

influx of players from Latin america has transformed the league.

in many ways, the interest in Latin talent reinforces other exploitive 

practices in the region. although it is possible mLB’s global interests are 

sincere, there is also a well- established history in which the league has repli-

cated the nation’s efforts to control Latin american nations and extract their 

resources. Players are signed at absurdly young ages, funneled through acad-

emies sponsored by the major league franchises, and often given minimal 

mentorship or support.49 in the specific case of cuba, castro had viewed 

sport as an extension of the revolution. he created the national institute of 

sport, Physical education, and Recreation (inDeR) and, much like leaders 

in the United states, used events such as the olympic Games as platforms 

for asserting national virtues. meanwhile, he relegated baseball to amateur 

status and sought to create an elite domestic league and dominant inter-

national team. as Peter Bjarkman explains, “Baseball was . . . seen by the 

maximum Leader as an instrument of revolutionary politics—a means to 

build revolutionary spirit at home and to construct ongoing (and headline- 

grabbing) international propaganda triumphs abroad.”50

on the one hand, castro’s efforts were inarguably successful, as cuban 

athletes thrived in the olympics and the national baseball team dominated 

global competition for decades. on the other hand, rising tensions between 

cuba and the United states meant that baseball was a potent political symbol 

that more often served the interests of those competing for power than it did 

the players themselves. yet given baseball’s stature in both nations, it occu-

pies a unique space for possible connections and reconciliation.

international sporting events are commonly celebrated as opportunities to 

put aside political differences and affirm a shared sense of humanity. this is 

the premise that underlies large- scale events such as the olympic Games as 

well as smaller- scale exchanges and exhibitions. although it is easy enough 

to describe the ways sport is inherently political, there is nevertheless appeal 

in the idea that a friendly competition could help transcend more substan-

tive divisions. it is also a reminder that sport is a fundamentally rhetorical 

institution; that is, “it is a constitutive site in which [sociopolitical] issues are 

communicated.”51 more important, it is a site that depends on the gathering 
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of people, a means for communal engagement and contestation.52 from this 

view, it is easy to see why so many see sport as a mechanism for engaging 

with conflict and division.

this cooperative spirit is reflected in the concept of “sports diplomacy,” 

which has been relevant since the advent of sport itself. as stuart murray 

describes, “the institutions of sport and diplomacy are global in scope and 

nature and, working in tandem, they can disseminate positive values such as 

mutual respect, comity, discipline, tolerance, and compassion amongst both 

established and acrimonious diplomatic relationships.” at the same time, 

the blurring of sport and politics makes some observers uncomfortable, fear-

ing that the dirty business of politics might spoil the allegedly pure pursuits 

of sport.53 murray draws on hedley Bull’s definition of diplomacy itself—

“the conduct of relations between sovereign states with standing in world 

politics by official agents and by peaceful means”54—to note a post–cold War 

shift to forms of “public diplomacy,” including sports diplomacy. in other 

words, although diplomatic efforts through sport are not new, the frequency 

and visibility of such efforts are new (or, at least, recent). according to mur-

ray, government officials are increasingly aware of sport’s ubiquity and sym-

bolic power, and they are therefore eager to leverage its soft power potential 

for larger foreign policy aims.

over the years, leaders in both cuba and the United states have looked to 

baseball to compensate for some of the political divisions between the two 

nations. this was especially the case in the 1970s, when mLB attempted 

to organize exhibitions that could be understood as examples of “baseball 

diplomacy.” Justin turner details how leaders were inspired by the success 

of the “ping- pong diplomacy” that symbolized improved relations between 

the United states and china. similar efforts in cuba were seen as opportuni-

ties to improve that relationship and allow for greater american influences 

on the island. some proposals were thwarted by state Department officials, 

others by mLB leaders. as turner summarizes, “Political considerations 

overwhelmed baseball diplomacy, complicated the planning, and ultimately 

prevented a notable change in U.s.- cuba relations.”55

it took another two decades before the two nations reached an agree-

ment for a baseball exhibition. in the intervening years, the soviet Union 

collapsed and cuba’s economy followed suit. this led to substantial chal-

lenges for the domestic baseball league, and opened the door for a wave of 

defections by players seeking opportunities in mLB. throughout the 1990s, 

eighty players defected to the United states, leading cuban officials to loosen 

domestic restrictions and allow some of its players to sign with leagues in 
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other nations (not including the United states). Between the Us embargo of 

cuba and mLB policies, cuban defectors could maximize their opportuni-

ties if they first established residency in another country and then declared 

free agency. the influx of talent generated media attention and sparked 

interest in a new source of (cheap) Latin labor.56 it also led to an under-

ground industry in which “agents” facilitated defections and helped play-

ers sign with major league teams. most representative of this phenomenon 

was Joe cubas, whose media accounts helped reinforce familiar narratives 

of american exceptionalism and the american Dream. as afsheen nomai 

and George Dionisopoulos assert, “the stories which comprise this narrative 

present anecdotal evidence which reifies the tenets of the materialist mythos 

of the american Dream: the ‘rags- to- riches’ story that america is a land of 

boundless freedom and economic opportunity. the promise and the glory of 

the mythical america presented in the cubas narrative is made even more 

dramatic through a juxtaposition against a vilified communist cuba.”57

Depicting baseball in exceptionalist terms certainly helps americans iden-

tify with one another, but it does little to help them identify with cubans. not 

surprisingly, then, the next major effort at baseball diplomacy fell victim to 

the historical antagonisms between the United states and cuba. after com-

plicated negotiations, in 1999 mLB’s Baltimore orioles played the cuban 

national team in havana before hosting a return game a few days later in 

Baltimore. the orioles won a narrow victory in the first game, but the cuban 

team subsequently dominated their major league opponents on american 

soil. in an atmosphere marked by political symbolism and vocal protests, the 

game did little to advance Us interests. as turner concludes:

for cuba, baseball diplomacy had been an unqualified success. after 

the cuban players proved they could contend with the american pro-

fessionals in a close loss in havana, they embarrassed the orioles in 

Baltimore, reaffirming cuba’s reputation as a global leader in baseball. 

furthermore, despite speculation leading up to the second game, no 

major defections occurred during the trip. . . . for many americans, 

baseball diplomacy was defined by the embarrassing orioles perfor-

mance in Baltimore and the joyous cuban victory celebration. if the 

series was indeed a contest of “us vs. them,” the United states suffered 

a humiliating defeat.58

Part of the problem with the 1999 effort lay in the degree to which baseball 

diplomacy specifically mirrored Us diplomatic strategy generally. in short, 
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american officials too often have relied on what Joseph nye has called “soft 

power,” emphasizing symbolic (rather than militaristic) means of persuasion 

to win over its adversaries.59 as craig hayden explains, “much of what counts 

as U.s. public diplomacy since the cold War outside of exchange programs 

reflects an implicit assumption that exposing foreign audiences to U.s. val-

ues will illuminate a shared identification with U.s. motives and policies.”60 

in other words, rather than seeking to engage with cuba on terms of mutual 

respect, the United states has continued the exceptionalist practices that have 

defined its rhetorical stance since the end of the spanish- american War.

against this backdrop, President obama’s intention of normalizing rela-

tions with cuba is all the more remarkable. Despite his inconsistent interpre-

tations of american exceptionalism, obama’s approach to cuba appears to 

model the democratic exceptionalism identified by ivie and Giner. as Daniel 

añorve suggests, “President obama seems to understand that engagement 

is the key to spread american values in cuba rather than the isolation of the 

island.”61 more than the announcement in 2014, obama loosened the grip of 

the Us embargo through new regulations enacted in 2016. along with the 

material changes, the policy shift is significant for the attitude of identifica-

tion it implies. significantly, “the new presidential directive mandates posi-

tive engagement, as opposed to perpetual hostility, as the modus	operandi of 

future Us policy toward cuba.”62 to demonstrate this attitude, the president 

traveled to havana for an exhibition game between the tampa Bay Rays and 

the cuban national team on march 21, 2016.

media accounts immediately seized on the idea of “baseball diplomacy” to 

describe the president’s visit. according to the USA	Today, “there was cer-

tainly a festive atmosphere about this obama family outing. But it was also 

part of obama’s broader strategy for people- to- people engagement on the 

formerly isolated island. call it baseball diplomacy.” contrasting the game 

with other events connected to his visit, The Guardian noted that “obama 

stayed on to give television interviews and clearly seemed content to let base-

ball diplomacy do the work of détente that more stagey press conferences 

and speeches have struggled at times this week to convey.” meanwhile, Sports	

Illustrated claimed the visit “signals a new era,” even if it did not mean an 

immediate end to the decades- long embargo.63

even as many criticized obama’s posture toward cuba and his decision to 

attend the game despite a terrorist bombing in Brussels the same day, most 

of the accounts of the contest were positive. as the president himself noted 

in an esPn interview conducted during the game, “Ultimately, what this 

game’s about is goodwill and the recognition that people are people, but we 
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can’t forget that there are some larger stakes involved in this. . . . i’ve said this 

before, that’s the power of baseball. that’s the power of sports. it can change 

attitudes sometimes in ways that a politician can never change, that a speech 

can’t change.” meanwhile, mLB’s Joe torre confirmed implicitly that key to 

the effort was baseball’s capacity for identification, stating “When i came 

here, i was curious and anticipated something really positive, but this is so 

much more than that. and i want to really be grateful to President obama 

for making this possible. . . . i think the two countries, the one thing they 

agree on for sure is how much they love the game.”64

such optimistic accounts demonstrate the rhetorical promise of baseball 

diplomacy. if, indeed, baseball enables an equitable exchange between the 

two nations, then perhaps it can soften the legacy of american exceptional-

ism. Unfortunately, there is reason for skepticism, especially given the inter-

ests of mLB. as the St.	Louis	Post-	Dispatch reported, “Baseball has sought 

to play a role in bridging the diplomatic ties between the two nations. Last 

December, major League Baseball and the players’ union dispatched several 

active players, including cuban defectors Brayan Pena and José abreu, on a 

goodwill mission to the island to begin fostering a better relation between 

the country’s baseball organizations.”65

such an interest is not based on benevolence. Rather, mLB recognizes that 

normalized relations with cuba have enormous implications for the labor 

market. mLB commissioner Rob manfred confirmed in 2015 that the league 

was in communication with the obama administration, stating “We are in 

conversations with the [Us] government about cuba. cuba is a great market 

for us in two ways. obviously it’s a great talent market. [and] it’s a country 

where baseball is embedded in the culture.”66 meanwhile, the Washington	

Post summarized the potential of obama’s direction: “President obama’s 

move to normalize relations between the United states and cuba will reso-

nate through baseball. the trickle of dazzling talent that already flows from 

the baseball- crazed island could turn into a geyser, a stream of available play-

ers that would force major League Baseball to frame and police how teams 

acquire cuban players. the political thaw would also eliminate the danger-

ous back channels of defection. the impact on the sport could be immense 

and, in the words of one team official, ‘drastic.’”67 eliminating the dangers 

associated with defection would indisputably be a positive development. 

however, the larger rhetorical justification in terms of an expanding labor 

pool is a troubling retreat to american exceptionalism. as añorve warns, 

“the heart of the matter is that many of the voices in favor of using baseball 

as a diplomatic tool, are based on a speech in which the beneficiaries would 
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be only the mLB and the cuban baseball players.”68 indeed, there is consider-

able risk that individual stories of cuban players coming to mLB would be 

framed as exemplars of the american Dream, all made possible because of 

the nation’s exceptionalism.

Diplomatic Promise or america first?

When Barack obama announced his plans to normalize relations with cuba, 

it is unlikely he foresaw the election of Donald trump. Quite suddenly, the 

reconsideration of american exceptionalism symbolized by obama was 

swept aside in favor of the “america first” doctrine of trump. in the case 

of cuba, trump labeled obama’s initiative a “terrible and misguided deal” 

as he rescinded several components installed by his predecessor. although 

the initial reversal was far from total, Latinos both in the United states and 

across Latin america quickly expressed intensified fears about harassment, 

deportation, and reductions in humanitarian aid.69

meanwhile, mLB followed obama’s lead and, in late 2018, agreed with 

the mLB Players association on a new policy regarding players from cuba 

seeking entry to the United states. in brief, the policy was designed to mirror 

the pathway available to players from asia—especially Japan, south Korea, 

and taiwan—and therefore “eliminate the dangerous trafficking that had 

gone on for decades.”70 the deal included the cooperation of the cuban Base-

ball federation, which then released a list of thirty- four players who would 

become eligible to sign with mLB without having to defect.71 this announce-

ment represented the most dramatic evidence of the change made possible 

by the obama normalization efforts. however, any optimism it may have 

prompted was short- lived.

in april 2019, the trump administration “abruptly ended a deal between 

major League Baseball and the cuban Baseball federation that had eased the 

path for players to compete in the United states without defecting from their 

country.” according to national security adviser John Bolton, the official rea-

son for rescinding the policy was the belief that cuba was using its players as 

pawns in the effort to support the regime of nicolás maduro in Venezuela.72 

mLB officials had expected trump to maintain the policy, and members of 

the obama administration were immediately critical of the change in direc-

tion. as deputy national security adviser to obama, Benjamin Rhodes had 

taken the lead on the cuban baseball policy. he called the new adminis-

tration’s reversal “an indefensible, cruel and pointless decision that they’ve 
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made that will be ending the lives of cuban baseball players and achieve 

nothing beyond appeasing hard- line factions in florida.”73 Players, too, 

expressed concern. cuban- born aroldis chapman, for example, lamented, 

“the biggest impact is going to be the guys who are back in cuba. for me 

and a lot of our fellow cuban players who have already established ourselves 

here in this country, we’re fortunate enough to have our families here. it 

really doesn’t affect us here. We’ve been lucky.”74

Looking ahead, it is unclear what trump’s ascendancy will mean for 

cuban baseball players. mLB, which had cooperated willingly with President 

obama, has appeared to change course. Perhaps out of a pragmatic need to 

work with the new president or, more cynically, out of a primary concern for 

securing access to a valuable labor pool, the league has hired a lobbying firm 

with significant connections to trump. Presumably, lobbyist Brian Ballard is 

invested in “issues related to combating human trafficking,” an aspiration 

that would be supported by anyone committed to democratic rights. his sin-

cerity is dubious, however, given his role as an influential fundraiser during 

the trump campaign in 2016.75 Whether Ballard is a surprise ally for cuban 

mobility remains to be seen, but the mLB’s status in cuba is at best murky.

Less ambiguous are the implications for democratic exceptionalism. the 

promise of obama’s normalization policy has been erased by an emphatic 

and nationalistic trumpian rebuke. “Diplomacy” itself seems now to be a for-

eign concept, and the current administration sees little value in the nuances 

of “soft power.” yet even before trump’s election, there was reason to be 

cautious about the use of baseball to foster identification between the two 

nations. surely Barack obama’s sincere engagement with the people of cuba 

and his considerable charm positively reframed a historically antagonistic 

relationship. at the same time, mLB’s investment in diplomacy as a means 

of simply enhancing its access to Latino labor too clearly bears the traces of 

the imperialistic and exceptionalist rhetoric of the past, perhaps evidenced by 

the quick recalculation and decision to hire a pro- trump lobbyist.

in murray’s discussion of sports diplomacy, he worries that the inherently 

competitive characteristics of sport may limit its diplomatic potential. as he 

writes, “international sport can bring people together but it can also foster 

distance from the ‘other’ by encouraging nationalism through flag- waving, 

national anthems, and exhortations to patriotism on and off the proverbial 

pitch.”76 such limitations are made more or less relevant by the state actors 

who deploy sports diplomacy as a tool of foreign policy. in the case of base-

ball between the United states and cuba, murray’s concern manifests in 

the trump administration’s retreat into highly nationalistic and exclusionary 
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rhetoric. thus there may be good reason to be optimistic that baseball diplo-

macy may yield positive engagement under a regime guided by the demo-

cratic exceptionalism of the obama presidency. its prospects are decidedly 

less encouraging under the “america first” logic of trump. for scholars of 

rhetoric and democracy, then, this case points both to the potential of sport 

as a diplomatic tool and its limited utility when leaders refuse to play by the 

rules of the democratic game. as the United states walks back the diplomatic 

steps taken with cuba during the obama administration, cuban baseball 

players find themselves in much the same place they did previously. once 

again, for those who wish to follow the lead of mLB stars like José fernández 

and yasiel Puig, they face a dangerous and precarious journey to the United 

states. similarly, the pathway to democratic engagement between the United 

states and cuba remains fraught with obstacles and uncertainty.
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CoMMuniCAting ABout CorruPtion:  
guAteMAlAn rhetoriCs oF CorruPtion

Adriana Angel

on april 25, 2015, thirty thousand people gathered in Plaza de la constitución 

(constitution square) in the capital city of Guatemala. Blowing whistles, bang-

ing pots and pans, and releasing blue and white balloons into the sky, they 

called for the resignation of President otto Pérez and Vice President Roxanna 

Baldetti, both of whom had been implicated in a serious corruption case and 

recently denounced by judicial authorities. for the first time since the days of 

dictatorship and internal conflict, Guatemalan protesters were not killed or 

imprisoned for marching and protesting against the political class.1 for four 

and a half months, every saturday, youth, workers, indigenous people, and 

citizens marched toward the Plaza de la constitución to demand the truth 

about recent corruption cases. the peaceful demonstrations, along with the 

judicial investigations, prompted the resignation of both the vice president in 

may and the president in september. Unlike protests in many Latin american 

countries, the Guatemalan citizens’ protests against corruption were surpris-

ingly influential, especially considering that central and south american 

countries have some of the world’s most corrupt cities.2

the Guatemalan protests—and their outcomes—constitute an intriguing 

phenomenon of study for scholars from disciplines as diverse as commu-

nication, political science, sociology, public deliberation, and social justice, 

among many others. the protests have drawn attention to a scarcely studied 

country in a little addressed region, central america. Based on a rhetorical 

cluster analysis, this chapter strives to enrich communication scholarship on 

Guatemala—and Latin america in general—in relation to the serious social 

phenomenon of corruption.3 more specifically, by examining several dis-

courses concerning the recent Guatemalan cases of corruption, a rhetorical 
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analysis shows the relationship among three main terministic screens that 

cluster around corruption: fraud, democracy, and interventionism. although 

i address the specific case of Guatemala, these findings could be extrapolated 

to other regions of the world because i develop a broad understanding of the 

role of rhetoric in communicating corruption. the general purpose of this 

chapter consists of showing the relationship between rhetoric and democ-

racy in the specific context of corruption, a problem faced by all countries in 

the americas.

for this chapter, i aimed to assemble a collection of representative dis-

courses on Guatemalan corruption that would allow me to identify the 

vocabularies that different types of actors use to communicate about this 

phenomenon. as i will describe later, in fulfilling this aim, i found that dis-

courses on corruption entail three different levels of abstraction—concrete, 

intermediate, and abstract—that explain how corruption is communicated 

and internalized. i argue that challenging corruption accordingly requires 

identifying the vocabularies and narratives of corruption so that existing 

programs of action might be deconstructed and revised. i unpack this argu-

ment by first summarizing the recent corruption cases that prompted the 

resignation of the president and vice president of Guatemala. i then outline 

the concepts associated with rhetoric and corruption as well as the general 

guidelines of rhetorical cluster analysis. next, i examine fraud, democracy, 

and interventionism as the three main terministic screens that cluster 

around corruption. finally, i discuss the implications of these findings in 

relation to the rhetorical nature of corruption and the programs of action that 

the clusters spur. the discussion of these implications leads me to offer rec-

ommendations for addressing the fight against corruption more generally.

corruption in Guatemala

“La Línea” (the Line) was the name that Guatemalan citizens used to refer 

to the corruption case implicating the involvement of their president and 

vice president during 2015. Guatemalan senior customs officials created a 

parallel payment schedule for custom duties to allow certain businesses to 

pay lower customs in exchange for bribes. this network of corrupt officials 

gave the businessmen “a line,” that is, a designated telephone number for 

negotiating lower payments. on april 14, 2015, a Un- backed anti- impunity 

agency called the comisión internacional contra la impunidad en Guate-

mala (international commission against corruption in Guatemala; ciciG 
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in spanish) disclosed more than sixty thousand wiretaps, some of which 

indirectly implicated government ministers, the vice president, and the pres-

ident and turned them into suspects of corruption.4 a week later, on satur-

day, april 25, thirty thousand citizens peacefully went to the main square 

of the city to request the resignation of several high- ranking government 

officials.5 two weeks later, twenty state officials were arrested, and the vice 

president resigned from office.

the demonstrations lasted ten weeks. every saturday, people gathered at 

Plaza de la constitución to pray, play, sing, and protest against corruption. 

meanwhile, the Guatemalan Public Prosecutor’s office and the ciciG con-

tinued denouncing more corruption cases in addition to the multimillion- 

dollar customs fraud scheme. on may 20, the heads of the Guatemalan 

central Bank and the social security institute were imprisoned because of 

another serious case involving the supply of low- quality devices to hemo-

dialysis patients with kidney failure.6 on June 24, the prosecutor and the 

ciciG denounced a network of high police officials who had established 

million- dollar contracts with ghost companies to maintain police cars and 

police stations—repairs that the officers performed themselves or that were 

never performed at all.

although citizens’ protests continued as subsequent cases of corruption 

were denounced, the Guatemalan president, otto Pérez, refused to resign, in 

an effort to reaffirm his innocence. however, on august 25, the public prose-

cutor formally began to prosecute Pérez, prompting him to resign from office 

on september 2. the next day, after attending the first hearing of his trial, 

Pérez was imprisoned to prevent him from fleeing the country. two months 

later, comedian- turned- politician Jimmy morales was elected president of 

Guatemala as an act of citizens rejecting the traditional political parties.

at the time of this writing, a judge in Guatemala ruled that Pérez will 

stand trial in preventive prison for his alleged role in La Línea. Baldetti, on 

the other hand, is still standing trial for the same case, but she has already 

been sentenced to fifteen years in jail for another case of corruption related 

to the embezzlement of millions of dollars from a state fund set up to decon-

taminate Lake amatitlán in south- central Guatemala. the United states has 

also asked for her extradition because of drug- trafficking charges. at the 

same time, thousands of Guatemalans have come back to the streets to pro-

test the newly elected president morales after he was accused of corruption. 

in august 2017, ciciG requested that morales’s immunity be lifted—as had 

happened with Pérez—so that judicial authorities could investigate alleged 

funding irregularities during this presidential campaign in 2015. Despite 
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his promises to tackle corruption and impunity, morales is currently facing 

charges of corruption while he insists on eliminating ciciG because the 

institution limits the freedom and sovereignty of his country.

Rhetoric and corruption

communication about and action against corruption require rhetorical work 

to reify a phenomenon that is otherwise blurred, cultural, and subjective. cor-

ruption has no single definition because its meaning derives from the cultural 

context in which it occurs.7 thus what is considered an act of corruption var-

ies by region and time period. corruption in Latin america is related to prac-

tices such as patrimonialism and clientelism, inherited and learned during the 

spanish and Portuguese colonial period. these practices have led politicians 

to govern the public realm as if it were private property and have led citizens 

to look for the opportunities to take advantage of the state and, specifically, of 

social and economic capital to access more economic or political power.8

nonetheless, the lack of consensus about its definition has not prevented 

the creation of typologies and classifications of corruption. in relation to its 

scope and magnitude, Vargas claims that corruption may be black (high- 

impact corrupt practices), gray (medium- scale practices), or white (com-

monly accepted practices).9 the naturalization and typification of corruption 

in central and south america explains why white practices are commonly 

accepted and reproduced there, while the same practices could be considered 

as gray or black corruption in other regions of the world. citizens have made 

of these practices normal habits that do not frighten or even draw the atten-

tion of others. for example, paying small bribes to avoid a traffic ticket or 

lying in a court are white practices in the Latin american context, but can be 

considered gray in other societies.

in terms of the agent committing the act, the literature distinguishes 

among political, state, private, and nongovernmental agents, depending 

on the type of outcome. corruption may also be economic when agents 

seek monetary benefits, whereas it may be political when they endeavor to 

increase their symbolic, social, or political capital.10 Beyond these classifica-

tions, no consensus exists regarding the causes of corruption: while behav-

ioral approaches emphasize individual factors and behaviors, neoclassical 

approaches underscore social and structural factors.11 Likewise, no consen-

sus exists concerning the relationship between political regimes and eco-

nomic models, on the one hand, and corruption, on the other hand.12
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the competition among multiple analytical approaches to corruption is 

productive for the use of rhetoric, which is understood in this chapter in a 

Burkean sense of using words to form attitudes that prompt individuals to 

perform particular actions.13 i focus here on a constitutive perspective in 

which rhetoric is invitational because it implies the identification of speak-

ers with textual positions that help them to share some points of view, ideas, 

or even vocabularies. more than a deliberative action that speakers use to 

manipulate audiences, rhetoric involves the use of language as a common 

ground for perceiving and understanding the world. this approach to rhetoric 

highlights a symbolic dimension of rhetoric that has been seldom considered 

in Latin america, where the studies of texts and discourses have followed the 

structuralist roots of european semioticians and discourse analysts.

We should consider that, in addition to the lack of academic consensus on 

the understanding of corruption, the very nature of the corrupt act invites the 

use of rhetoric, as corruption implies the communication of a situation that 

must be hidden or denied by the agent performing the act yet is denounced 

by the judicial authorities or media professionals who publicize the act. Both 

the agent involved in corruption and their accusers must establish solid 

accounts that are contradictory, however, because they refer to a hidden event 

whose existence may never be corroborated, given the interests of the agents 

and the high levels of impunity. in the scientific field, the rhetorical device 

for establishing “facts,” “evidence,” and “proofs” becomes an essential dis-

cursive tool to substantiate competing accounts of corruption in a context of 

uncertainty.

although the symbolic dimension of corruption constitutes a crucial field 

of study, communication scholars have focused on the media coverage of 

corruption and, more specifically, on the types of corruption scandals,14 the 

trivialization of information,15 the mediatization of justice,16 and the politics 

of shame.17 another branch of the literature focuses on creating public sys-

tems of information that grant citizens access to public data so that they 

can monitor the transparency of the proceedings of public administration 

officials.18

While this study contributes to understanding the role of traditional 

and new media in representing corruption, it is nevertheless important to 

embrace a more symbolic approach to corruption that focuses on the lan-

guage that social agents use to discuss this phenomenon and, subsequently, 

on the programs of action—to use Burke’s terminology—that the language 

promotes. adopting this approach, angel and Bates analyze how six differ-

ent understandings of colombian corruption (namely, illegal action, decay, 
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irregular practice, unethical behavior, piñata, and normal practice) engender 

distinct and somehow contradictory actions linked to changes in colombian 

legislation, culture, and education.19 similarly, in this chapter i analyze the 

rhetorical representation of Guatemalan corruption to identify programs 

of action that underlie this phenomenon. however, unlike the colombian 

study where several terministic screens of corruption coexist making this 

a polysemic practice of diverse understandings, the Guatemalan case—as i 

will describe later—shows that one terministic screen prevails among politi-

cians, citizens, and the media and this screen carries with it an elaborated 

narrative about the causes and consequences of this corruption.

accessing terministic screens of Guatemalan corruption

as soon as the ciciG and the judicial authorities denounced the first cases 

of corruption, Guatemalan media engaged in permanent coverage of the 

events. the media interviewed the president, vice president, judicial author-

ities, and citizens from different social groups. to understand how these 

agents understand corruption, i performed a rhetorical cluster analysis to 

identify the terministic screens of corruption used by the main politicians 

involved in corruption cases and by representatives of Guatemalan civil 

society. i selected twelve discourses that were broadcast over Guatemalan 

radio and television and that directly involved these various agents in con-

versation.20 these discourses comprised lengthy interviews and debates. the 

broadcasts spanned the period from the ciciG denunciation of the customs 

fraud scheme in may 2015 to the resignation of the president in september 

2015. i selected this time because it encompasses the first denunciation of 

corruption declared by judicial authorities, the citizens’ mobilizations, and 

the resignation and incarceration of the president. this period also enabled 

me to analyze how agents transformed their discourses according to the 

nature of the investigations and citizen pressure.

once i identified and became familiar with several media pieces, i decided 

to examine those in which different types of agents explain corruption in 

depth. thus i assembled a collection of twelve media discourses. Regarding 

the political agents, i analyzed six discourses involving both the president 

and vice president, as these officers were suspected of participating in the 

customs fraud and were at least aware of the other corruption cases. Regard-

ing members of civil society, i studied six discourses involving judicial 

authorities as well as youth, civic actors, farmers, and indigenous leaders, 
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as these people were both organizers of and participants in the crowded 

demonstrations against corruption. Because of the challenges of accessing 

and interviewing them, i analyzed their mass- mediated discourses broadcast 

on one radio station (sonora) and two television channels (Guatevisión and 

canal antigua). these three media channels are the most consumed and 

well- reputed outlets (multivex 2015).21 they also afforded significant visibility 

and coverage of all types of agents.

after selecting and transcribing these discourses (constituting more than 

150 pages), i performed a rhetorical cluster analysis that led me to identify 

the main terministic screens representing Guatemalan corruption. these 

screens, as Burke explains, comprise the vocabularies and terminologies 

through which individuals perceive the world.22 terms do not work in an 

isolated manner; rather, they cluster in groups, thus producing terministic 

screens that create frames of interpretation. cluster analysis allows research-

ers to examine the subjects that cluster around other subjects and, in this 

case, to explore the clusters of terms that Guatemalans use to communicate 

about corruption. these clusters reveal not only the ways in which different 

speakers understand corruption but also the motives that lead speakers to 

normalize, anormalize, and act against corruption.

i performed a rhetorical cluster analysis by following the four classic steps 

of this methodology.23 i first established corruption as the a priori term that 

would guide the subsequent search for other terms that cluster around it. i 

then identified clusters of terms that agents use to define, describe, or refer 

to corruption. as Lynch explains, these terms “appear in the same context as 

the key term and rank them according to frequency of appearance and the 

intensity or power of the term.”24 through a close reading of the discourses, 

i inferred the wider discourses to which these clusters of terms belong and 

broke down the rhetorical elements shaping the corruption discourses. 

finally, i identified the subjacent motives underlying the generation of every 

cluster of terms to suggest subjacent programs of action on behalf of differ-

ent types of agents. according to Burke, these motives are not psychologi-

cal intentions but frames of interpretation that lead to specific programs of 

action—that is, to specific ways to act.

after performing this analysis, i found that both politicians and citizens 

understand and communicate corruption by using three main terministic 

screens: fraud, democracy, and interventionism. in addition, they use three 

rhetorical devices to defend themselves from or accuse others of corruption: 

accreditation, accusation of third parties, and use of evidence. finally, the 

programs of action against corruption associated with the discourses of both 
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types of agents (that is, politicians and citizens) entail strategically trans-

forming the Guatemalan system so that politicians cannot abuse it. the next 

section explains how all these elements together establish a particular way of 

communicating about corruption.

the Vocabularies of corruption

as mentioned, three main terministic screens cluster around corruption: 

fraud, democracy, and interventionism. the fraud cluster is used to define 

and comprehend corruption, the democracy cluster is used to describe the 

consequences of corruption, and the interventionism cluster is used to sig-

nify the Us intervention in a Guatemalan soft coup. the fraud cluster also 

includes one subcluster, system, which is employed to describe the cause of 

corruption. the narrative associated with these clusters might be specified as 

follows: (1) corruption is a type of fraud that the Guatemalan system permits; 

(2) corruption threatens democracy and therefore threatens the viability of 

the country; and (3) the denunciation and representation of the most recent 

cases of corruption in Guatemala are the result of Us interventionist strate-

gies. Remarkably, the first two clusters correspond to the vocabularies and 

narratives of the two types of agents studied. Politicians and citizens approach 

corruption as fraud and identify a threat to democracy in this practice. the 

third cluster, interventionism, corresponds to a particular rhetoric of the 

Guatemalan president to explain the role of the United states in Guatemala. 

Unlike other studies that have found different and polysemic understand-

ings of corruption among the same type of agents,25 the discourses analyzed 

here are consistent with one another in that the terminologies and narratives 

clearly fit one cluster of corruption as fraud.

according to the speakers, fraud might be understood as abuse that 

individuals commit for personal benefit. corruption is considered neither a 

problem of values spurring individuals to act unethically nor a strong legal 

offense; rather, it is regarded as an abuse that individuals commit to reap 

the potential benefits of the Guatemalan system. these benefits often result 

from gaps in the legal code or access to information. in other words, agents 

represent corruption as an invitation built into the system, thus minimizing 

the responsibility of the person involved in the corrupt act. additionally, con-

sidering the system (rather than the person) as the element motivating cor-

ruption imputes the cause of corruption to a blurred and abstract agent that 

is not directly accountable. the following excerpt from a quotation by former 
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Guatemalan vice president Roxanna Baldetti illustrates this idea: “although 

governments change, the system we have is no longer useful. here, we could 

elect a bishop as the president, and nothing would happen. that bishop 

could not control all the corruption we have because what we need to do is to 

change the system.”26

citizens also embrace this standpoint. for example, cruz, a young Guate-

malan citizen, claims that “corruption is embedded in the different institu-

tions of the Guatemalan state. We need reforms on the tax administration 

office, the electoral law, the political parties, and the Prosecutor’s office.”27 

although citizens use the term “system” to explain how corruption has 

invaded all Guatemalan institutions, designating the system as the cause of 

corruption allows politicians such as the former vice president to defend her-

self from the accusation of complicity in the case of La Línea (i.e., it is the 

system’s fault, not hers). in both cases, however, the focus of corruption is 

the structure of a system that encourages abusive behavior, which, in turn, is 

blurred because it does not have the severe connotations of violating the law 

or being unethical. abuse is an exaggeration or overreach of a privilege that 

is originally or to a lesser extent permissible and legitimate.

the consequences of committing such fraud generate a second cluster 

of terms that aggregate around the term “democracy.” Politicians and citi-

zens focus their discourses on the damage that corruption might cause to 

the Guatemalan democracy. Unlike other cases of corruption, which offer 

detailed accounts of the acts of corruption in which agents are involved or 

that they have witnessed, my analysis shows that agents invest considerable 

time in highlighting the consequences of specific corrupt acts. the following 

claim by the Guatemalan citizen merlyn torres exemplifies this investment 

in relation to the future of the country: “it is like Guatemala is waking up! 

now we can believe in justice regardless of whether it is justice brought by 

ciciG. this is a great step so that the country can move forward.”28 former 

president otto Pérez similarly asserts, “i invite you all to respect the due 

legal process. Unfortunately, this is a situation that i have to face, and i will 

face it respecting the legal processes. But the most important thing right 

now is to unify all efforts for Guatemala to succeed. We need to build the 

Guatemala that we all want, a country with justice, peace, security, and a 

decent life for all Guatemalans. . . . this is something i’ve always carried 

in my heart: to defend our country’s democracy.”29 i observed a concern for 

democracy throughout all discourses featuring all types of agents. surpris-

ingly, politicians’ and citizens’ discourses do not focus on the economic, cul-

tural, and social consequences of corruption; rather, they focus on a more 
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abstract implication related to preserving the democratic system. this wide-

spread concern for democracy is sensible, considering that the Guatemalan 

democracy is merely thirty years old. the need to maintain the Guatemalan 

democracy is justified by the following terms that contribute to this clus-

ter: “safeguard,” “break,” “defend,” and “support” democracy. Protecting the 

democracy will avoid a “throwback” or “reversal” of the country so that it 

maintains “viability.” the allusion to democracy might also be considered 

a resource for agents implicated in corruption to divert the discourse from 

corruption to democracy.

in relation to both clusters, fraud and democracy, politicians and citizens 

alike claim that Guatemala might be a viable country after legislative changes 

make the law more rigorous and the judicial system more severe. Both actors 

argue that these legislative changes would consolidate democracy and reduce 

Guatemala’s risk of corruption. President Pérez, for example, claims it as 

follows: “of course, now our successors will have to make those [legislative] 

changes so that these transformations become consolidated. this requires 

the congress to make changes in several laws so that Guatemala becomes a 

viable country, a country that has all it needs to face the twenty- first century.”30

the relationship between clusters demonstrates that corruption is an 

attribute of a legal system rather than a culture that must be changed. it 

also reinforces the idea that the central and almost the only consequence of 

corruption is its threat to democracy rather than other political, economic, 

social, and cultural implications of corruption.

Unlike this democracy cluster that focuses on the main consequence of 

corruption, a third cluster, called interventionism, focuses on the possible 

causes of corruption. as mentioned above, although Guatemalan judicial 

authorities denounced the government’s involvement in the scandal of La 

Línea since april 2015, President otto Pérez refused to resign until sep-

tember, once the public prosecutor formally began his prosecution. the 

rhetorical analysis shows how these two moments—before and after the 

resignation—underlie two different discourses about his responsibility in 

Guatemalan corruption. Before his resignation, Pérez focused on denying 

his participation in any case of corruption, and after his resignation, his dis-

courses focus on assigning the responsibility for corruption to third parties.

thus, while the president was in office, his discourse emphasized his lack 

of knowledge concerning the corruption cases in which he is suspected of 

being involved. after resigning, however, Pérez transformed his discourse and 

began accusing the United states of implementing interventionist strategies 

in Guatemala to wage a soft coup and remove him from office. in the context of 



CoMMuniCAting ABout CorruPtion  117

Pérez’s resignation, the interventionism cluster emerges as a way to accuse the 

United states of encouraging a Guatemalan soft coup that enables the north 

american country to achieve its geostrategic objectives in central america.

to this cluster belongs terms such as “strategy,” “enforcement,” “imposi-

tion,” “geostrategic interest,” “soft coup,” “intervention,” and “national inter-

ests.” the following excerpt illustrates the general narrative of the cluster: “it 

is unacceptable that the United states strives to use an intervention strategy 

in Guatemala to tell us what to do and to break our democracy. if some sec-

tors of the international community and some sectors within our country 

don’t consider our political class valuable, they must first put aside their own 

interests and pay attention to the people of Guatemala.”31

after being placed in prison to prevent his escape, Pérez transformed his 

discourse and ceased explaining the course of corrupt events, including his 

participation therein. instead, he began blaming the United states for initially 

associating him with corruption. thus the focus of Pérez’s discourses is no 

longer himself, but the United states. hence, the primary topic of discussion 

changes from corruption to american interventionism, in effect prompting 

the media to focus on the possible Us geostrategic interests in Guatemala. 

finally, with the introduction of the interventionism cluster, Pérez reinforces 

the democracy cluster because he presents the former as a threat to the latter 

and as a more serious threat than corruption itself. it is important to note that, 

unlike the other two clusters, the interventionism cluster is mostly commu-

nicated by Pérez and Baldetti and not by other citizens. i cannot confidently 

conclude that they did not agree with the idea of foreign intervention in Gua-

temala but did not communicate it directly in the media studied here.

although other cluster analyses typically discuss the term “agon” found 

across several discourses on a specific topic, a particular agon that contra-

dicts corruption was not found. agons, as Burke explains, are terms that con-

tradict and work in contraposition to others—in this case, in contraposition 

to corruption. While justice seems to function as an agon term, speakers rhe-

torically construct this notion as the “punishment” that corrupt individuals 

receive or as the “path to discover the truth” about corrupt acts. the fact that 

agents embrace a tenuous and weak definition of corruption explains the 

difficulty of finding an agon that directly opposes corruption. this fact also 

explains why Burke’s classification of frames of acceptance and rejection are 

difficult to establish here: outside of a specific context, all agents reject cor-

ruption. When accused of corruption, however, they rhetorically find a way 

to reject corruption while presenting a credible account of the reasons why 

their alleged actions are not corrupt as such.
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Defending oneself from and accusing others of corruption

speakers use three rhetorical devices to defend themselves from or accuse 

others of corruption: accreditation, accusation, and the use of evidence. the 

accreditation of both the president and vice president as public servants is the 

first such device. following Jonathan Potter,32 i consider this accreditation to 

be a rhetorical device that allows speakers to construct a particular persona 

that places them in a textual position enabling them to project particular rhe-

torical images about themselves. to defend themselves from the accusations, 

these politicians configure their personas as servants and patriots who desire 

“the best for the country”33 and who “don’t mind making one last sacrifice 

for Guatemala to move forward.”34 as national servants, they claim and insist 

on their willingness to “face justice” and to cooperate with all legal proceed-

ings until the judicial authorities “discover and prove” their innocence. their 

insistence on respecting the law and submitting to due legal process rhetori-

cally allies them with the law rather than with corruption.

citizens undermine these politicians’ claims to be honest individuals and 

rhetorically configure them as “abusers” of their political power. as one pro-

fessor describes it, “these politicians act that way because they can do it and 

because things have always been done in such a way; this is the political culture 

of our country, and it has become worse over the last few years; it is a problem 

of our culture!”35 this representation corresponds with citizens’ understand-

ing of corruption as an abuse of power. citizens refer to their former president 

and vice president not as thieves, liars, or criminals but as individuals who, 

exploiting their political capacities, benefited from the Guatemalan system. at 

different times, citizens claim that their loss of trust in politicians is a main 

consequence of this abuse. Politicians see in the delay of elections the main 

implication of this abuse, whereas citizens see these acts as compromising 

public trust.

notably, citizen representations of politicians vary depending on the type 

of citizen. most citizens, however, construct the politicians’ persona by char-

acterizing them with traits that they would not associate with themselves. 

in particular, they depict politicians as corrupt individuals who abuse their 

political privileges. By contrast, scholars contend that Guatemalans as a 

group have naturalized corruption to an extent that the latter now character-

izes Guatemalan culture.

a second, less frequently used device is the accusation of third parties 

in order to attribute responsibility to others. to defend themselves from 

the accusations of corruption, the president and vice president blame 
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others—namely, the entrepreneurs—for participating in cases such as La 

Línea because they were the ones who accepted bribes in order to obtain 

lower customs. in the words of the president, “entrepreneurs are respon-

sible for corrupting the country. they have been behind the acts of corrup-

tion of this country, and the worst thing is that these entrepreneurs are still 

doing the things that they are accustomed to doing for many years.”36 thus 

the president changes his positionality and speaks from the standpoint of a 

victim who has been falsely accused of participating in corrupt acts rather 

than speaking from the standpoint of blame or suspicion.

as the multitudinous demonstrations show, citizens also undermine this 

positionality because they consider the politicians responsible and account-

able for the acts of corruption in the country. the citizens also request changes 

to the system so that other politicians do not commit the same mistakes. citi-

zens, however, use the same rhetorical device of accusing third parties of the 

problems of corruption in their country. as noted, insofar as citizens position 

themselves as victims of corruption and thus not as active agents contributing 

to it, they accentuate the prominence of black corruption. in other words, they 

rhetorically reproduce the idea that only the high- impact corrupt practices of 

high- ranking government officials qualify as corruption. as indexes and stud-

ies importantly show,37 both black and white corruption occur in Guatemala. 

however, the civic and political agents studied here focus their discourses 

solely on black corruption, which tends to release citizens from any responsi-

bility and give politicians the opportunity to blame big businesses.

the reference to evidence constitutes the third rhetorical device whereby 

speakers accuse others of and defend themselves against claims of corrup-

tion. the use of evidence contributes to building the factuality of accounts and 

helps speakers to construct a quality of out- there- ness in their discourses. for 

this study, the president and vice president often claim that no strong evidence 

exists tying them to corruption. When asked about the thousands of wiretaps 

that mention pseudonyms possibly referring to them, politicians defend them-

selves by discrediting the institutions that present the evidence and by ques-

tioning the objectivity of the interpretation of that evidence. for example, when 

asked by a Radio sonora journalist about her involvement in cases of corrup-

tion, Baldetti answered strongly: “Bring me solid evidence to the table, and i 

will believe you, but i won’t allow you to come here with lies. if you work for 

a serious radio station, then show proof about what you are saying because i 

won’t play that game for a pamphlet or a radio program of lies.”38

clearly, agents use evidence either to enhance or undermine the factual-

ity of a statement of corruption by deleting or adding elements concerning 
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contexts, opinions about institutions, and qualifications about agents. Like-

wise, citizens refer to facts, evidence, and proof to support their call for the 

president’s resignation. ciciG (the Un- backed anti- impunity commission), 

for example, is presented by citizens as the “heroes” that “finally brought 

justice to Guatemala” and “proved what was really happened” while being 

discredited by the president as a symbol of Us interventionism and interfer-

ence that incited a soft coup to overthrow the Guatemalan president.

Discourses of corruption might be considered an interplay between accus-

ers and accused in which the following actions occur: (1) the same evidence 

is rhetorically read in different ways; (2) institutions that provide evidence 

are questioned or exalted; and (3) evidence is normalized and anormalized 

after being placed in a context in which it is intentionally minimized or maxi-

mized. thus speakers must use rhetorical tactics in addressing the evidence 

to help them defend themselves from accusations or accuse others of corrup-

tion. as corrupt acts must be hidden and denied, the reference to evidence 

becomes a point of contention to be rhetorically managed.

actions against corruption

Rather than being evaluative, the rhetorical analysis performed here was 

epistemic.39 following Richard Weaver, i maintain that “every utterance is 

an attempt to make others see the world in a particular way and to accept 

the values implicit in that point of view.”40 By additionally considering Pot-

ter’s perspective on methodological relativism, my analytical emphasis was 

exclusively rhetorical in that i did not aim to ascertain the factual accuracy 

of the corruption cases studied here. that is, my goal was not to discern 

guilt, innocence, responsibility, or even the “true” magnitude of corruption 

in Guatemala, but to analyze how corruption is rhetorically constructed such 

that the phenomenon of corruption might be deconstructed. thus, because 

i approached rhetoric as a device of power—instead of a tool of truth—i 

endeavored to analyze how the use of language referring to corruption gen-

erates particular attitudes and actions toward this phenomenon. the way in 

which agents communicate about corruption explains how they act for or 

against it. such communication also helps us understand its naturalization, 

normalization, and anormalization.

Designating corruption as a fraudulent action implies transforming the 

system that permits corruption. although responsibility for abuse is shared 

by the abuser and the structure permitting it, the Guatemalan discourses 
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analyzed here attribute the majority of responsibility to the system. Rhe-

torically, the notion of a system is constructed in a blurred and ambiguous 

manner as it relates to gaps in law, historical problems of the country, or mal-

functioning of organizations. although we can deduce that the transforma-

tion of this system—and, therefore, the reduction of corruption—requires 

several legislative reforms and the restructuring of organizations, this trans-

formation is rhetorically too ambiguous, particularly considering the role of 

the individuals who enable the system to function. thus the programs of 

action that adopt a terministic screen of corruption as a type of fraud are too 

general and abstract, as they advocate a broad transformation of an entity of 

an elusive nature. i analyze some consequences of this phenomenon below.

three Discursive Levels of corruption

the discussion presented above leads me to claim that discourses of cor-

ruption in Guatemala work at three levels: concrete, intermediate, and 

abstract. at the concrete level, discourses involve specific events within a 

broader episode of corruption. for instance, individuals discuss how the 

ciciG denounced wiretaps, which made the president a suspect of cor-

ruption. alternatively, the former vice president informs citizens how she 

learned about the investigations against her while she was in south Korea. 

at the intermediate level are more elaborated accounts in which individuals 

construct narratives about broad episodes of corruption. for example, politi-

cians, citizens, or journalists explain how La Línea worked and discuss the 

role of the president in the customs fraud scheme, as the journalist Paola 

hurtado briefly shows here when asking the ciciG commissioner, iván 

Velázquez, about the case of La Línea: “Good evening, mr. commissioner. 

from the historic april 16 and over the last weeks the ciciG has shown, 

along with the Public ministry, a series of cases in which different entities 

of the state and different actors have operated as structures or networks that 

used public funds and resources to defraud or to take advantage of the state. 

What has this entity done in order to trigger the resignation of the vice presi-

dent? how would you describe all this that we are experiencing?”41 at the 

abstract level are general accounts of corruption that reflect attitudes and 

motives related to corruption and, therefore, programs of action against it. 

for instance, citizens claim that the recent corruption scandals form part of 

their everyday life or argue that demonstrations are required to change the 

political system.
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to some extent, these three discursive levels correspond with Burke’s clas-

sification of positive, dialectical, and ultimate terms, as the levels reflect an 

increasing degree of abstraction that moves from a reference to concrete, 

tangible events (positive terms) to ideas about corruption (dialectical terms) 

to, finally, a set of principles and naturalized terministic screens of corrup-

tion (ultimate terms).42 Unlike Burke’s understanding of these terms, how-

ever, my understanding emphasizes not only the terms but also the sets of 

terms that construct broader accounts or narratives in relation to concrete 

and broad episodes of corruption, as well as abstract ideas about corruption.

notably, this increasing abstraction does not correspond to a progressive 

time frame, as if to imply that these levels occurred sequentially: the con-

crete, intermediate, and abstract levels can influence one another in several 

ways. for instance, a general attitude of distrust related to the idea that most 

politicians tend to be corrupt (an idea pertaining to the abstract level) might 

influence a specific narrative of corruption in which politicians are accused 

of abusing the system in relation to a particular episode (an accusation per-

taining to the intermediate level). in other words, the three levels need not 

follow a temporal sequence; they may occur synchronously.

these three discursive levels of corruption might also anchor specific 

terministic screens that cluster around them. in specific relation to the 

Guatemalan case examined here, we can note that the fraud cluster oper-

ates particularly at the intermediate level—that is, in the narratives of both 

government officials and citizens who explain the corrupt acts in terms of an 

abuse committed by or because of the system. the democracy and interven-

tionism clusters, by contrast, operate mostly at the abstract level.

conclusions and Recommendations

through the rhetorical cluster analysis of several discourses concerning 

Guatemalan corruption, i suggest that fraud, interventionism, and democ-

racy function as the main terministic screens through which Guatemalans 

reference, understand, and motivate their actions in response to the recent 

episodes of corruption in their country. Both senior government officials and 

citizens understand corruption as an abuse arising primarily from the sys-

tem, which ultimately affects the young and fragile Guatemalan democracy. 

the metanarrative that underlies and groups together these three clusters 

states that corruption is a type of fraud that the Guatemalan system permits, 

one that threatens democracy and the viability of the country and whose 
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public denunciation is the result of Us interventionist strategies. through 

rhetorical devices such as accreditation, accusation of third parties, and use 

of evidence, both politicians and citizens reproduce this narrative and com-

municate each cluster while defending themselves from or accusing others 

of corruption.

my chief goal was to explore the main terministic screens whereby Gua-

temalans understand and motivate their actions against corruption. i aimed 

to provide theoretical and practical conclusions to assist efforts to challenge 

corruption not only in Guatemala but also in other Latin american coun-

tries. first, i recommend that civic agents and politicians who lead actions 

and campaigns against corruption should identify the vocabularies used by 

particular groups or the broader society to communicate about corruption. 

as demonstrated in the case of Guatemala, the exploration of these vocabu-

laries can identify the programs of action underlying the terministic screens. 

for example, conceptualizing corruption as an ethical problem orients pro-

grams of action toward a moral and educative path, whereas framing corrup-

tion as an illegal action encourages the development of programs that seek to 

change the legislative system. Based on the discursive typology of corruption 

suggested above, acting first on the concrete and intermediate levels would 

enable transformation at the abstract level, where the motives and ideologies 

of corruption reside.

Reducing and acting against the harmful material consequences of cor-

ruption may entail identifying and transforming the vocabularies that indi-

viduals use to communicate about this phenomenon. this transformation 

of vocabularies will lead to the transformation of terministic screens and, 

consequently, of the corresponding programs of action. i am not defending 

a radical standpoint according to which all material transformations must be 

accomplished at a symbolic level.43 Rather, i assert that actions against cor-

ruption must be taken both at a material level (for example, judicial investi-

gations, incarcerations, and economic redistribution) and at a symbolic level 

(for example, transforming vocabularies and programs of action, language, 

and culture). Because targeting both levels requires time and effort, i argue 

that societies could start addressing the levels simultaneously.

second, i recommend that actors including the media, civic agents, politi-

cians, and national or international organizations involved in leading actions 

and campaigns against corruption address the issue of white corruption. as 

demonstrated in the case of Guatemala, communication about corruption 

tends to focus on black corruption—that is, on the practices of high- ranking 

politicians. initiating discussion about white corruption will nuance and 
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deepen the understanding of corruption by highlighting other actors, prac-

tices and, therefore, terministic screens involved in producing this phenom-

enon. that is, through the discussion of white corruption, ordinary citizens 

and commonly illegitimate practices will inform and thus broaden the spec-

trum of analysis of and action against corruption. thus the understanding 

of corruption will extend beyond the domain of politicians attempting large 

thefts and swindles to include more ordinary practices and agents.

third, i recommend thinking through other possible and nonnormative 

ways to approach the relationship between corruption and democracy. as 

stated above, there is no consensus concerning the relationship between 

political regimes and corruption, which means that some studies show that 

corruption tends to increase in dictatorial regimes, while others prove that 

democracies are more prone to face corruption. We should consider the 

possibility that corruption is inherent to all types of political regimes so far 

known. We can work at the material and symbolic levels to reduce it and 

we can also denaturalize white corruption; however, we could also study to 

what extent and with what consequences our systems of government call or 

somehow invite corruption as a part of their desired and unwanted effects.

Undoubtedly, additional studies of corruption are needed to help reduce 

the incidence of this phenomenon. i identify the need for further research on 

the communication of corruption to discern the extent to which corruption 

is a cultural and communicative phenomenon that may respond to interven-

tion at a symbolic level. moreover, to improve existing understanding of the 

rhetoric of corruption, i suggest that future studies embrace a transnational 

rhetorical perspective, which would allow researchers to explore the programs 

of actions underlying different terministic screens of corruption worldwide 

and, more important, to analyze how those programs are accomplished.



7
re/trACing the loCAl grAssroots woMen 
ACtivists’ CrAFting oF rhetoriCAl AgenCy 
in CiudAd Juárez, MexiCo

Clara Eugenia Rojas Blanco

the moral exigency generated by the public disclosure of the murders of 

young women and girls in ciudad Juárez, mexico (1994–2001), produced 

an overarching social and political contingency where the murdered bodies 

wrought the sign of the feminicides as the ultimate manifestation of gender 

violence1 in a community with an already long history of multifaceted vio-

lence.2 moreover, the feminicides and the injustice surrounding them simul-

taneously produced multiple rhetorical situations at local, national, and 

international levels, which in turn constructed a range of rhetors, texts, and 

audiences. most of the texts were centered on the exposure of the misogy-

nists’ trace on victims’ bodies, the mothers’ dolorismo, the unjust construc-

tion of the “double life” of the victims, low- income women in the community, 

and the government’s negligence and impunity.3

for more than ten years (1998–2011), uncountable texts (videos, blogs, 

movies, academic, and newspaper articles) surrounding the feminicides in 

ciudad Juárez were created during this overt and public crisis by national 

and international feminist scholars in several languages, mainly in english. 

today, due to an apparent national and international silence in regard to 

the feminicide tragedy in ciudad Juárez, it seems that everything has been 

said and discussed. this silence, evident since 2005, was publicly noticeable 

because the feminist activists’ rhetorical agency during the public manifesta-

tions, characterized mainly by agonistic protests, has subsided.4 although 

the official silencing of the feminicides called for an urgent and necessary 

feminist social and political interruption, when the public events stopped 

it seemed that the struggle to move the women’s rights agenda had ended. 
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But to understand silence solely as the absence of sound and public visibility 

through media prevents us from appreciating that the feminicide crisis had 

produced a discursive displacement where culture, gender, gender violence, 

feminicides, and overall the women’s rights agenda became the part of the 

form and substance of the local civil deliberations.

in fact, there is no silence regarding women’s human rights; there are dif-

ferent political voices struggling to maintain the exposure of gender violence 

in the community. at the local level, justice is pending; most of the murders 

are unresolved, and young women and girls continue to disappear. Local 

women activists are managing the feminicide crisis and advancing their 

struggle for social justice as political agents, networking with other civil asso-

ciations in the community and participating in civil deliberations. they have 

created their own spaces and positioned a women- centered agenda as part of 

the movimiento amplio de mujeres de ciudad Juárez (Women’s collective 

movement of ciudad Juárez). furthermore, local women activists have estab-

lished connections with other movements in Latin america, such as Red de 

feminismos comunitarios de Latinoamerica (Latin american network of 

communitarian feminisms). But most important, many of these individuals 

moved from being community- based grassroots activists to becoming politi-

cal activists involved in civil deliberations concerned with the construction of 

women- centered public policies.

for the past fifteen years, i have been documenting the process of a pos-

sible local feminist consciousness as it relates to rhetorical agency, under-

stood as persuasive language or symbolic action.5 During the public protests 

(1998–2004), i documented a preliminary account in my doctoral research.6 

overall, i claimed that, based solely on the public protests, local activists did 

not have the rhetorical agency necessary to construct counterhegemonic dis-

cursive practices.7 as i have revisited my findings, i realized that by focusing 

solely on the public protests, i failed to see that the feminist rhetoric sur-

rounding the public confrontations demanding justice had unintentionally 

constructed an “us and them” relation of power between feminist activists 

who made the calls and local community- based grassroots women activists.8 

as i recall, during those years, many, if not all, local grassroots women activ-

ists did not self- identify as feminists; rather, they identified as human rights 

advocates. many of these young women were already active participants in 

the comunidades eclesiales de Base	(Base ecclesial communities; hereafter 

referred to as ceBs). their long- standing knowledge related to the living 

conditions of women in the impoverished sectors of the community was 
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basically ignored. they were not recognized as epistemic subjects, and their 

rhetorical agency was not audible or visible outside their close- knit barrios.

in this case, i privilege Verónica corchado’s and sandra Ramírez’s stories 

because i have witnessed their struggle to gain political recognition as speak-

ing and epistemic subjects in Juárez. in 2012 they created their own civil 

society association, called colectiva comunidad, arte y equidad (commu-

nity, art, and equality collective). in January 2016 Verónica corchado was 

named as director of the instituto municipal de las mujeres de ciudad Juárez	

(Women’s municipal institute of ciudad Juárez),9 and sandra Ramírez is 

currently the organization’s main coordinator of research and social proj-

ects. Verónica corchado was proposed to the municipal administration by 

the movimiento amplio de mujeres de ciudad Juárez (Women’s collective 

movement of ciudad Juárez).10

also, i wish to clarify that Verónica and sandra are not token subalterns; 

they do not represent the lost voice of	the Juarense	female subalterns. on the 

contrary, i consider them organic intellectuals	who are currently politically 

visible in the local circuits of civil deliberations. furthermore, they are aware 

of the notion of rhetorical agency and how it relates to their political voice 

and activism—that is, their recognition as sujetas	hablantes (speaking sub-

jects) locally and nationally.11 here i emphasize Gayatri spivak’s notion of 

the organic intellectual. she argues that “quite often the remarkable organic 

intellectuals who become spokespersons for subalternity are taken as token 

subalterns. . . . the effort involved in those singular figures becoming intel-

lectuals is completely undone in their positioning as ‘the’ subaltern. . . . 

the effort required for the subaltern to enter into organic intellectuality is 

ignored by our desire to have our cake and eat it too: that we can continue to 

be as we were, and yet be in touch with the speaking subaltern.”12

in this essay, i argue that over a span of twenty years, a group of local 

political women activists were able to gain political recognition as speaking 

and epistemic subjects by crafting their rhetorical agency based on their situ-

ated knowledge	as community- based grassroots activists. as part of a wider 

research project, i mainly use an abductive methodological approach in 

order to explain my participants’ contextual creation of rhetorical agency.13 

i do not part from explicit theories of rhetoric or communication to analyze 

my data, nor am i trying to illustrate other theoretical perspectives. never-

theless, i use theoretical underpinnings or concepts that helped me under-

stand my research within a wider discussion related to rhetorical agency as 

symbolic action, connecting to issues of power and political recognition. i 
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understand the risk of weakening	my academic voice by privileging Verónica 

and  sandra’s narratives over my interpretation, but it is a risk i decided to 

take in order to highlight other ways of knowing and doing.14

Likewise, my perspective is framed by Juarense society’s multifaceted 

effort to form civil spaces of deliberation underlined by the moral exigency 

of the feminicides, within the evident complicity of the government. my dis-

cussion proceeds as follows. first, i briefly describe the discursive context of 

the emergence of civil deliberations, where local grassroots women activists 

realized that the women- centered public policy agenda had been left out, 

and how they began to organize and network to create women- centered civil 

organizations. second, i introduce my theoretical considerations on rhetori-

cal or discursive agency as it relates to epistemic agency, power, and gender. 

third, i offer a succinct analysis of a series of conversations with Verónica 

and sandra centered on their rhetorical agency construction. i center my 

analysis on their experience within several interlocking rhetorical spaces 

that, i believe, unintentionally contributed in the construction of their cur-

rent political agency. i do this by writing and translating succinct excerpts 

of conversations (due to space limitations) where i privilege their accounts 

related to rhetorical and epistemic agency, power, and gender.

emergence of civil Deliberations

in ciudad Juárez, violence in general was/is a social concern, but the femi-

nicides, and the social injustice surrounding them, exposed the living con-

ditions of the victims and their families, as well as those of large sectors 

of impoverished people dwelling in the outskirts of the city. nonprofit civil 

society organizations, civil associations, human rights coalitions, local schol-

ars, and others began to organize wider support to demand attention from 

the federal government. Local and national scholars exposed the social injus-

tice evident in low salaries, lack of infrastructure, transportation, education, 

and health, among many other ailments suffered by wide sectors of the com-

munity, who mainly worked for the maquiladora industries.15 accordingly, 

the massive national migration due to the availability of jobs in the maqui-

ladora sector had deprived the city; it had been abandoned by the state and 

federal government.16

in 2001, the consejo ciudadano por una agenda social	 (citizens’ 

assembly for a social agenda) was created with the participation of more 

than thirty- five local nonprofit civil organizations and associations,17 which 
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represented a wide spectrum of Juarense civil society.18 the main objective 

of these forums was to create a public policy agenda that privileged Juárez 

as the point of departure. salient in this process were the voices of several 

grassroots women activists, notable in their participation as they engaged 

in a rhetorical struggle to forward a women- centered human rights agenda. 

even though the feminicides were present in the local social imaginary, the 

organizers of the deliberation forums, all of them men, resisted the inclu-

sion of a women- centered public policy in the Juárez agenda: most of the 

participants considered the feminicides, and gender violence in general, to 

be causally related to poverty and social injustice. overall, because the gen-

der lens continued to be absent, local women activists had to continue their 

struggle for women’s rights, but this time within civil deliberation spaces. 

By this time, the murders were beginning to be recognized, by local grass-

roots women activists, as gendered crimes. they were continually active in 

gender sensibilization workshops, which contributed to raising awareness 

of gender equality. their understanding of human rights advocacy began 

to shift to a more comprehensive approach to women- centered agendas. 

in this sense, the gender lens offered them the language to articulate their 

experience as community caretakers, and in this process they understood 

the political limitation of being constructed solely by that label and not as 

political activists.

moreover, and despite the fact that the organizers in these spaces always 

began by stating that all the participants (men and women) had the same 

opportunity to participate, in practice each one of these organizations was/

is constituted, in Lorraine code’s terms, as a “rhetorical gendered space,”19 

tacitly informed by the production of power relations that structure and limit 

the kinds of utterances that can be voiced within them with a reasonable 

expectation of uptake and “choral support.”20 and since reaching consen-

sus was the main rhetorical strategy within most of these organizations, 

those who were recognized as having more political, economic, social, or 

cultural capital were the ones who usually ended up establishing the agenda. 

nonetheless, participants (women and men) in these organizations are not 

naïve about it; they usually explain this process as follows: quientienemás	

saliva	tragamás	pinole (those who have more saliva swallow more pinole).21 so, 

those who knew they were “democratically” excluded through consensus, in 

this case women grassroots activists, could either accept their subordinated 

inclusion or create separate spaces. they decided to create their own woman- 

centered spaces; in this process, some of them became political activists and 

constructed their own rhetorical agency.
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theoretical considerations

social crises, such as the feminicides in ciudad Juárez, produce political con-

junctures that are key rhetorical situations that unveil who speaks, who lis-

tens, and who is silenced in the process. today, i understand that the exposure 

of a social tragedy produces multiple rhetorical situations, where contradic-

tions become visible, and where normalization processes can be exposed and 

productively contested.22 however, being publicly visible does not necessarily 

mean being politically recognized or respected as speaking or epistemic sub-

jects. so, it is pertinent to explain how at a given social contingency or contra-

diction not everybody speaks, not everybody listens, and not everybody cares.

it is not enough to claim that certain subject positions were taken up, 

but it is also necessary to explain the ideological and material mechanisms 

that made it possible for some, and impossible for others. there is a need to 

open a rhetorical critical optic to expose and analyze how individuals are dis-

cursively persuaded to occupy or to reinforce certain subject positions, or to 

be socially constructed within positions of subordination. according to Law-

rence Grossberg, “Questions of agency involve the possibilities of action as 

interventions into the processes by which reality is continually being trans-

formed and power enacted. that is, in marx’s terms, the problem of agency 

is the problem of understanding how people make history in conditions not 

of their own making. Who gets to make history?”23 Rhetorical agency encom-

passes the capability to act by using persuasive language or symbolic actions 

to be recognized as a subject; it depends on subjective actions of social and 

political recognition. But it also involves the capability of networking, mov-

ing, and belonging to locations of political activity and power to have a part 

in political decision making. in this sense, the culturally available subject 

positions can work both as passages and barriers because they rely on ever- 

changing identities subjected to processes of negotiation, appropriation, 

resistance, or opposition.

in these terms, Karlyn Kohrs campbell argues that rhetorical agency is 

communal, social, cooperative, and participatory, but also simultaneously 

constituted and constrained by the material and symbolic elements of con-

text and culture.24 furthermore, she asserts, “Rhetorical agency refers to the 

capacity to act, that is, to have the capacity to act, to have competence to 

speak or write in a way that will be recognized or heeded by others in the 

community. such competency permits entry into ongoing cultural conversa-

tions and the sine qua non of public participation, much less resistance as a 
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counter- public. . . . it is learned through trial and error under the guidance of 

a mentor that emerges ideally as the ability to respond well and appropriately 

to the contingencies of circumstances.”25 notwithstanding, campbell asserts 

that authors/rhetors are materially limited, linguistically constrained, histor-

ically situated subjects; at the same time, they are “inventors” in the rhetori-

cal sense, articulators who link past and present, and find means to express 

those strata that connect psyche, society, and world; these forms of feeling 

encapsulate moments in time. in this sense, agency is invention, including, 

however temporary, personae, subject positions, and collectivities.26

as mentioned above, rhetorical agency is part of a crafting process depen-

dent on the productivity of power and authority that are implicit in all rhe-

torical situations. in this sense, for deauthorized rhetors, agency is clearly 

related to their ability or capability to engage with the hierarchal structures 

of power; to enter in the circuit of political and social recognition. for those 

who are recognized as naturally capable of moving and speaking in diverse 

cultural and social milieus, rhetorical agency is embodied, based on symbolic 

power, on the degree of cultural, social, and economic capital with which 

they grow up.27 in this sense, Pierre Bourdieu clarifies that practical linguis-

tic competence is not limited to the capacity to produce or generate gram-

matical utterances, “but also	on the capacity to make oneself heard, believed, 

obeyed, and so on. . . . those who speak must insure that they are entitled to 

speak in the circumstances, and those who listen must recognize that those 

who speak are worthy of attention.”28

if we take a closer look at the rhetorical agency formation within the 

daily lives of marginalized groups, Lorraine code’s concept of “rhetorical 

gendered spaces” gives us the theoretical and investigative depth to analyze 

pragmatically the moral- political implications of how knowledge is produced 

and circulated through rhetorical agency, as situated knowledge.29 here we 

are able to see how rhetorical agency is part of our daily negotiation, opposi-

tion, and appropriation of the strategies of hierarchal structures of power.

Lorraine code incorporates metaphors concerned with the notion of loca-

tion such as territories, mappings, and positionings where resources are 

unevenly available; subjectivities are variously enacted; and identities are 

constructed and continuously reconstructed. however, hierarchies of power 

and privilege always contribute to shape these processes, sometimes by cre-

ating receptive friendly environments, at other times deauthorized speakers/

rhetors (low- income women) can come across oppositional or indifferent 

publics. she conceives of “rhetorical gendered spaces” as
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fictive but not fanciful or fixed locations, whose—tacit, rarely spoken—

territorial imperatives structure and limit the kinds of utterances that can 

be voiced within them with a reasonable expectation of uptake and “cho-

ral support”: an expectation of being heard, understood, taken seriously 

. . . daily lives, structures, and circumstances where “concrete” moral and 

epistemic agents are engaged in deliberations that matter to them. . . . 

it centers on the structural implications of granting and withholding 

acknowledgement or recognition within complex and perplexing situa-

tions. . . . the tacit social knowledge and territorial imperatives that struc-

ture and restrict how knowledge and experiences can be voiced.30

interlocking Rhetorical Gendered spaces

in this section, i represent Verónica and sandra’s process of discursive or 

rhetorical formation.31 for reasons of limitations of length, i arranged and 

analyzed their narratives according to their experience in each rhetorical 

space. their experiences were by no means linear, nor were our conversa-

tions; it was a process of going back and forth to what they remembered 

and what i was able to recall from those years. this was clear during the 

transcription due to redundancies and approximate dates. Departing from 

the description of their account of the location or place where they were born 

and raised, i analyze a series of conversation excerpts, where i follow their 

narratives as these relate to their rhetorical agency.

Verónica and sandra grew up in one of the most impoverished sec-

tors of the city. they were in their early twenties and late teens, respec-

tively, when the feminicides were publicly exposed. the dissemination of  

the injustice surrounding the feminicides was a breaking point for them 

to recognize themselves as gendered subjects—which in turn was the start 

of their critical stance within several of the rhetorical spaces where they  

participated. i am aware that there are many local grassroots women activ-

ists whose stories have not been heard; however, in this case, my concern 

was/is solely related to the local women’s discursive or rhetorical agency for-

mation, within the context of political or public communal participation and 

civil deliberation. i consider Verónica and sandra as examples of ongoing 

struggles to surpass their position as deauthorized speakers/rhetors due to 

their upbringing in a low- income social position, in Lorraine code’s terms.

after their participation in the ceBs, their involvement in other spaces, 

especially from 1994 to the present day, appears interlocked or overlapped 
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because they participated concurrently in several spaces, such as: (1) casa 

Promoción Juvenil (casa youth Promotion); (2) consejo ciudadano por 

una agenda social (citizens’ assembly for a social agenda); (3) movimiento 

Pacto por la cultura (Pact for culture movement); (4) colectiva comunidad, 

arte y equidad ac (community, art, and equality collective); (5) Red mesa 

de mujeres de ciudad Juárez (Women’s table network of ciudad Juárez); 

and (6) movimiento amplio de mujeres de ciudad Juárez (Women’s collec-

tive movement of ciudad Juárez).

Base ecclesial communities

the ceBs were instituted formally in ciudad Juárez during the mid- to- late 

1980s on the premises of several catholic churches, mostly located in low- 

income sectors on the west side of ciudad Juárez. these groups were formed 

under the influence of the Latin american proposal of liberation theology, 

where the “poor” became the central actors to promote change in their barrios 

or neighborhoods. the presence of liberation theology in Juárez was man-

ifested through the teaching of nuns and priests who lived in low- income 

Juárez neighborhoods in the late 1970s. the groups’ development was cen-

tered on the rational process of “see, think, and act.” many of the local grass-

roots activists, both men and women, were influenced by liberation theology	

as the basis for their current political engagement. this theology was an artic-

ulation between christian theology and a marxist socioeconomic perspective 

concerned with the liberation of “the poor.”32 one of the main characteris-

tics of this movement is the construction of a profound class consciousness 

among those who were formed in these communities.33 in this sense, they 

not only recognized themselves as “being poor,” but they became aware that 

their marginalized position was social and political, due to the unequal distri-

bution of resources, and not due to divine destiny. the young people took part 

as social promoters, and their participation was voluntary; most of them, like 

Verónica and sandra, worked for the maquiladora industry.

according to Verónica, the ceBs were empowering in many ways, but 

they disempowered her in terms of gender. she minimizes her experience as 

a maquiladora worker as merely an economic necessity, but not a significant 

personal experience. in her words:

i worked in the maquiladora as soon as i finished secondary school 

[i.e., when she was fifteen years old]. We all had to work there, we had 
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no other options. . . . my life, as a teenager and a young woman, was 

empowered	by my involvement in the ceBs (1986–93). the premise 

of liberation theology forced me to become conscious of my surround-

ings; to think about how to change it. We thought about change always 

as a group.

 i believe that the ceBs gave me a strong platform to construct my 

sense of security as a speaking subject [sujeta	hablante] and the idea 

that we could never stop learning creative ways to convince others to be 

part of our communities. speaking and listening to other young people 

also gave me a sense of solidarity with others by working in groups in 

different ministries of the church, which had extensions in the bar-

rios. i also gained a profound knowledge of needs and desires of the 

low- income communities where i lived; their desires, their fears, what 

made them happy or sad, but also about violence related to drugs, male 

and female prostitution, health, and mental health, and so on.

similarly, sandra believes that the ceBs “saved” her. she claims that being 

able to get away from domestic violence and creating an alternative place 

of refuge and belonging gave her a sense of empowerment. she also talks 

about gang- related violence, territories, and the symbolic power of the ceBs 

to open those territories:

as i remember . . . i began to work in the maquiladora when i was 

about fifteen years old. there, i made a lot of friends who, like me, 

lived on the outskirts of the city. i was one of those young women who 

every friday, after work, went out to dance in the av. Juárez. Remember 

the authorities were saying that the murdered young girls were	“loose” 

in that they were out dancing and drinking on friday nights after work 

in the maquiladora? Well, i was one of them!

 the place where i was born was one of the poorest and most vio-

lent places in Juárez. During the 80s and most of the 90s, the west 

side of city was divided by gang territories. nobody could cross the line 

between territories. Like it or not, if you lived in one side you were part 

of the territory, especially if you were a young woman, you belonged to 

the territory—and also because we could not just physically fight our 

way in and out.

 that is why i still believe that the ceBs saved me and many oth-

ers; we had the opportunity for mobility within and outside those 
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territories. Besides, i and many others had a place to belong. from 

there, i had the opportunity to meet and work with other people in 

other barrios. almost all gang members participated in the activities 

promoted by the ceBs in their barrios [e.g., football and basketball 

games]. this interaction eventually opened up the territories.

	 We read and discussed the theology of liberation as it related to 

the “church of the poor”—in other words, to us. this gave us a strong 

class consciousness. it became clear to us that we were poor because of 

social injustice; part of an unjust system . . . but there was a point when 

some	of	us felt that the church was limiting our options by promoting 

the idea that it was our faith that moved us to work to better our barrios 

and for the poor, and not our will to overcome our situation.

 it was because i understood why we were poor that i was unsatisfied 

with myself and my situation, not only economically but also emotion-

ally. i thought education was my way out.

Verónica and sandra’s narratives show a process of self- recognition as 

agents as they recall how, through the ceBs, they felt empowered; they 

gained the ability to use persuasive language or symbolic action, by learn-

ing creative ways to	convince	others to be part of their ecclesial community. 

accordingly, their acquisition of persuasive strategies through the teaching 

of the theology of liberation, also gave them courage and ability to trans-

gress, physically and symbolically, their domestic realm (family), and their 

immediate barrio	(territory), by interacting with youngsters from other bar-

rios or gang territories. moreover, throughout our conversation, both of 

them insisted on how their gaining class consciousness was influential on 

how they thought and act to the present day. in acquiring class conscious-

ness, they became critical thinkers toward hierarchal relations of power. 

this process becomes clear when they became aware that the church was 

symbolically restricting their options “by promoting the idea that it was 

our faith that moved us to work to better our barrios and for the poor, 

and not our will to overcome our situation.” in short, their participation 

in the ceBs gave then a strong platform to become aware of their capa-

bility to think, create, write, and speak—in other words, to use language 

persuasively, not solely in linguistic terms. moreover, they became capable 

of moving and interacting with diverse persons and groups; at first, solely 

within low- income sectors of the west side of the city, but later with many 

other local civil associations.
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casa Promoción Juvenil ac

casa, as it is known locally, has changed its name to centro de asesoría y 

Promoción Juvenil ac (youth Promotion and advising center).34 it is a non-

profit civil association, which is constituted legally and formally by a board 

committee. the almada family are socially recognized as the main promot-

ers of this organization. casa is no longer supervised (openly) by the catho-

lic church, but it is characterized by the same method of liberation theology, 

although informed by Paulo freire’s critical pedagogy. it is widely supported 

by secular individuals and associations from the civil society at large. more-

over, casa organized the citizens’ assembly for a social agenda in 2001, 

work in which both Verónica and sandra participated.

Verónica was one of the founders; she participated for seventeen years 

as a grant proposal writer, designer, social promoter, and instructor of youth 

programs. sandra was hired in 1999 as an instructor in literacy and sports 

youth programs. in this case, i privilege Verónica’s voice because, i believe, 

she summarizes the learning experience of most of the grassroots activists 

who participated in casa, according to my conversations with other social 

promoters in the organization. Verónica claims:

in casa, i learned about critical pedagogy, which was an enriching 

experience for me, because for the first time i recognized myself as 

knower; i began to value my own knowledge. i realized that experi-

ence accounted for knowledge. But as i remember, we only used it as 

a pedagogic tool, not to think about our situation as women in society, 

like many other women did.

 nevertheless, working in this association opened another world for 

me because casa was part of a wider network of civil organizations, 

not necessarily grassroots. it received support and contributions from 

many other sectors in the local civil society, such as academic support 

from local and regional artists, intellectuals, and researchers.

 casa was a wider platform of mobility, where i met, talked with, 

and learned from people from diverse sectors, which i had never done. 

i never felt intimidated to speak—even though i was in many ways 

disadvantaged. i received recognition for my work, my ideas, and my 

proposals, from people i could never had imagined. i felt that people, 

besides my base community, listened to me. i began to recognize that i 

knew things about my community they did not know and were useful 

to others.
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in this case, Verónica emphasizes critical pedagogy as a breakthrough to rec-

ognize herself as a “knower”; she recognizes knowledge and social recogni-

tion as power. not only that, she realizes that local grassroots activists had 

an exclusive, long- standing knowledge that other civil organizations did not 

have—specifically, a profound knowledge of the economic, health, education, 

and emotional needs and desires of the people who lived in low- income sec-

tors of the city. in casa, as social promoters, Verónica and sandra showed 

they had the capability to use language persuasively through speech, writing, 

proposals for at- risk youth programs, and PowerPoint presentations, among 

other texts. But most of all, they were able to attract their audiences’ atten-

tion; others were listening.

the citizens’ assembly for a social agenda

according to Verónica and sandra, the citizens’ assembly for a social 

agenda was a threshold for their development as political activists outside 

their grassroots ceB activism. in the beginning they were part of the orga-

nizing process, but as employees of casa they were not allowed to take part 

in the deliberations. notwithstanding, their position within the assembly 

gave them the occasion to listen and speak to people from other nonprofit 

organizations, academic institutions, and civil associations.

they recall that the first meetings were centered on creating different 

discussion tables to address the abandonment of the government related to 

social justice and widespread violence in the community as a whole. more 

than thirty- five local organizations participated, plus people from local 

research centers and universities. Verónica explains that the issue of social 

justice for women was never addressed, and the organizers never accepted 

the urgent need to talk about gender violence, or the urgent need to create 

a woman- centered agenda. this was in 2001, when the public protests sur-

rounding the feminicides were ongoing; more victims were being found.

in these terms, sandra claims that it was clear that the organizers had a 

male- centered agenda. although some of them informally agreed that the 

prevention of gender violence had to appear in the agenda, it was never dis-

cussed—they just ignored it. she says, “those who had more experience in 

public speaking, mainly men, were the ones who geared the agenda away 

from a discussion of gender or gender violence. they generated a delibera-

tion centered on the urgency of thinking on social development as the main 

problem in the city, without a gender lens. they did not think a gender lens 
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was necessary, and sadly most of the local organizations, including ceBs (all 

headed by women), agreed.”

furthermore, Verónica explains that even though they, as casa employ-

ees, could not take part in the discussions, they saw how several grassroots 

women groups organized a discussion table, known as mesa	de	mujeres	(not 

yet a formal organization). in these first discussions, they could not get oth-

ers (either men or women) to accept that there had to be a women- centered 

discussion table, so they became part of the social equality table in a vacuum 

of social injustice issues. the discussions to organize the tables took two 

years. once the tables were established, in 2003, the citizens’ assembly 

became a formal civil association. in 2003, the	mesa	de	mujeres	group aban-

doned the assembly. they decided instead to form Red mesa de mujeres de 

ciudad Juárez, a civil association, coordinated—to date—by imelda marrufo, 

a local lawyer. these women had the knowledge to discuss through a gen-

der lens, and were capable of promoting the local women’s human rights 

agenda. they were eventually recognized as speaking subjects by other asso-

ciations, including the victims’ mother- centered associations. in other civil 

deliberations, Red mesa de mujeres was able to position gender violence and 

the feminicides as part of the Juárez agenda.

Verónica and sandra continued to work in casa until Verónica was fired. 

Verónica says that on october 30, 2007, she was dismissed from casa. she 

claims, “that was the moment when	i broke from the socially constrained 

position as a community- based activist, i now recognized myself as a political 

activist.”	sandra also left her job in casa; she says, “When we left casa we 

had already	networked with other groups in civil society. We were no longer 

limited by community- based activism, we could freely form links with other 

sectors in the city, not under the ‘protection’ of the church. so, we became 

active participants of the movimiento Pacto por la cultura [Pact for culture 

movement] group for several years.”

the Pact for culture movement was initiated by local artists and schol-

ars, whose main agenda was centered on promoting, as a central part in de 

Juárez agenda, art as a human right. they created a movement that revalued 

and promoted local, affordable artistic events, as well as the local production 

of music, painting, poetry, and theater, among many other artistic activities, 

throughout the city. they broke the local elitist notion of difference between 

high and low culture. according to sandra:

through this movement we had the opportunity to travel to different cit-

ies in mexico, mainly to mexico city. We met a lot of people (both men 
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and women) dedicated to the production and teaching of many types of 

artistic expressions. We became aware that art was a human right! We 

met other women groups working in community- based art projects.

 so, by the time the citizens’ assembly finished the Juárez agenda, 

both of us had recognized our social knowledge acquired through 

community- based grassroots activism. We had no problem speaking 

to others about our projects or writing grant proposals. But art as a 

human right became central to our political activism.

 eventually, the Pacto group dissolved, because it had to officially 

become a civil association to have access to resources, and most of 

them did not want to do that. that is when Verónica and i decided to 

form our own civil association: colectiva comunidad, arte, y equidad 

ac [community, art, and equality collective]. our main financed proj-

ects are La Promesa, colectivarte, and the women’s writing group and 

book titled Mi	Vida	en	Juárez [my Life in Juárez].35

Verónica agrees, stating:

in general, i think our interaction as listeners and organizers in the 

citizen’s assembly opens the entire new world for many of us, espe-

cially for community- based women activists. We were able to meet 

other women and men who were also trying to do something about 

gender violence, poverty, political corruption, and negligence, among 

many other issues.

 in this process, we as colectiva comunidad, arte, y equidad ac 

became part of the Women’s table network of ciudad Juárez and the 

Women’s collective movement of cd. Juárez. We realized that most 

of the civil organizations in Juárez were led by women. We decided 

to organize and become a political force. if not, our women- centered 

demands related to women’s health, child protection, labor rights, 

migration, gender violence, and discrimination, among many other 

issues, would be constantly erased as unimportant.

sandra talks about the need for community- based women activists to become 

political agents and to connect to a wider civil society. she claims, “all 

community- based organizations have the vision of community building, but 

they do not incorporate the political perspective in the sense of networking 

with other actors in the city. We continue to work with a community- based 

philosophy, but the difference is that we no longer understand community 
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solely as barrio or neighborhood; the city is our community. sometimes 

places are too small, because you do not find what you are looking for, so you 

move and connect with others in other places; that also offers you other ways 

of doing, seeing, and living.”

final Discussion

in this chapter, i sought to share the struggle for recognition as speaking and 

epistemic subjects of two well- known women activists in Juárez. i consider 

them part of a wide group of organic intellectuals	in ciudad Juárez who were 

formed in the ceBs during the early 1980s and 1990s and who are currently 

heading most of the local civil organizations. furthermore, i have argued 

that in a span of twenty years, a group of local political women activists were 

able to gain social and political recognition as speaking and epistemic sub-

jects by crafting their rhetorical agency based on their situated knowledge of 

community- based grassroots activism. throughout this text, my main goal 

was to show that rhetorical agency was/is part of a crafting process always 

contingently and contextually changing. With this, i am not implying that 

the grassroots women activists acted through “free will”; they wrought their 

rhetorical agency within structurally constrained symbolic and material con-

ditions. in these terms, their choices were always limited by the sociocultural 

context in which the discourse of gender and class circulates.36

in this sense, it obvious that Verónica and sandra have developed the 

capability to produce persuasive texts through speech, writing, and art 

production, in diverse rhetorical spaces. But how did they do it in adverse 

social, economic, and political conditions? What did they have to negotiate 

in confronting class and gender structural limitations? in short, how did 

they become authorized speakers/rhetors? it was through a long process of 

learning how to craft their rhetorical agency based on the means of persua-

sion contextually available to and useful for them. they were able to create 

meaningful texts to—following campbell’s notion of “rhetors as inventors” 

and “agency as invention”—rearticulate their past experiences and subject 

position as community- based grassroots activists to the discursive circles of 

civil deliberation through the creation of a political personae closely related 

to the formation of women- centered collectivities.

as i have listened to several stories of grassroots women activists in ciu-

dad Juárez, besides those of Verónica and sandra, i see a long communal 

story of conscious, ongoing learning and transgressing of symbolic and 
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material constraints. in this sense, they have been resignifying their discur-

sive or rhetorical practices, which have symbolically erased them as speaking 

and epistemic subjects, due mainly to social constructions of gender and 

class. moreover, they have surpassed some of the material constraints, which 

are directly concerned with economic resources, such as basic needs, access 

to education, and transportation, among others.

By inviting them to recall their interactions within specific rhetorical gen-

dered spaces, they and i were able to understand how they specifically con-

structed their ability to use language persuasively based on their situated 

knowledge. as i understand it, they crafted their current rhetorical agency 

through a long- standing process of mobility, networking, communal learn-

ing, and acting toward the improvement of the impoverished sectors in the 

city. nevertheless, they place much importance on critical thinking in terms 

of being able to recognize the structures of hierarchal relations of power in 

order to construct their texts. they insist on consciousness raising in terms 

of class through the teachings of liberation theology during their participa-

tion as voluntary social promoters in the ceBs. they recognize the power of 

knowledge in that they—former and current grassroots, community- based 

activists—have knowledge concerning the needs and desires of those who 

live in low- income sectors of the community that others do not have. their 

rhetorical agency is underlined by this knowledge.

for instance, Verónica and sandra claim that during their participation in 

the Pact for culture movement they confirmed their idea that local art pro-

duction and distribution was elitist, but they did not know that art was also 

a human right. they learned about the relationship between art and human 

rights in the Global campus of human Rights; art offers many other ways to 

express thoughts and feelings. By networking with other art production groups 

throughout mexico, they understood the rhetorical or persuasive potential of 

art as symbolic action, besides speech and writing, to promote human rights. 

Based on this, they created their civil organization, the community, art, and 

equality collective. (the story of this collective, and the rhetorical analysis of 

each one of the texts and activities produced therein, are still pending.)

moreover, similar to how Verónica and sandra understand class con-

sciousness, they refer to gender consciousness as an analytical way of seeing 

women’s social, economic, and cultural circumstances. they claim that gen-

der can only be acquired through knowledge—that is, studying and learn-

ing to better understand how and why violence and discrimination works 

against women, mainly “poor women.” for instance, sandra says that it 

helps her understand how gendered relations of power are built between 
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men and women, among men, and among women, based on the devalua-

tion of the feminine as less worthy. according to her, this knowledge was/is 

useful to construct projects that consider women’s rights, needs, and desires. 

Both Verónica and sandra claim that critical thinking, class, and gender con-

sciousness is the basis to understand and expose the productivity of power 

relations, and thereby to act accordingly to expose social injustice. moreover, 

the crafting of their rhetorical agency has always been informed by their 

long- standing situated knowledge	as community- based, grassroots activists, 

and by their yearning to promote change and social justice for women living 

in impoverished areas.

it is also necessary to say that rhetorical agency is part of their daily lives—

their daily negotiation, opposition, and appropriation of the strategies and 

tactics of hierarchal structures of power. But the existence of the grassroots 

activists’ rhetorical agency was symbolically erased; it was politically and 

publicly recognized in the contingency of the feminicides. thereby, rhetori-

cal agency is not something that is “owned” solely by those in power; rather, 

it is contextually created. it is never not self- evident, but closely articulated by 

historically situated individuals.

overall, as a feminist scholar informed by the feminist critique of lan-

guage as a social institution, i place a lot of importance on how we, as femi-

nists, albeit unintentionally, uncritically reproduce and re- create relations of 

power among women, on the basis of socially constructed notions of knowl-

edge as it relates to subject positions of class, gender, sex, race, and others. 

i recognize the potential of feminist rhetorical agency to interrupt the patri-

archal structure, as it was exhibited during the public protests surrounding 

the injustice of the feminicides. however, i see how it can be limiting if 

we, as feminists, do not have the agency to network with grassroots activists 

or have the disposition to listen and learn from them. this is why i think 

there is a need to promote a self- critical feminist consciousness (including 

in academia) to network with local grassroots women activists with the will-

ingness to recognize their capability and ability to craft agency under limited 

material and symbolic conditions. i also believe that the rhetorical agency 

needed to be able to organize public calls in order to expose and confront the 

patriarchal structure requires not only the gender lens as an argumentative 

tool to expose sexism, but the spontaneous creativity and the critical edge of 

a feminist consciousness.
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in colombia, there are 8,376,463 victims of the armed conflict; these are 

enough reasons to work for a country in peace.

—Juan manuel santos, president of colombia (2010–18)

in every country and in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty. 

he is always in alliance with the despot, abetting his abuses in return for 

protection to his own.

—thomas Jefferson, letter to horatio G. spafford, march 17, 1814

on october 2, 2016, after four years of debate, the colombian government 

invited the people to participate in a plebiscite to approve or disapprove the 

peace agreement between the state and the colombian armed Revolutionary 

forces (fuerzas armadas Revolucionarias de colombia; hereafter faRc). 

inspired by the principle of popular sovereignty, the definition of a plebiscite 

according to the constitutional court in colombia is “the pronouncement 

that the ruler asks the people about a fundamental decision for the life of 

the state and society.”1 the faRc is the oldest guerrilla organization in Latin 

america, and the armed conflict between them and the government lasted 

for more than fifty years, leaving millions of victims among a displaced pop-

ulation, assassinations, and missing persons.
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Previous attempts to achieve peace with this guerrilla organization were 

unsuccessful, and the four years of negotiation between the government and 

the faRc faced the permanent opposition of the centro Democrático move-

ment. this created pessimism and distrust among the population. as a con-

sequence, even though the result had enormous importance for the future of 

the country, only 37 percent of the potential voters cast a ballot. this shows 

the deficiencies in political education in colombia and the fact that most 

people did not realize what was at stake. the difference in the number of 

votes between the two groups was very narrow. “no” voters won with 50.23 

percent of the votes, edging out the 49.76 percent who voted “yes.”2

however, even if the numbers were similar, the attitudes were very dif-

ferent. no voters were, mostly, an active religious citizenship, led by sacred 

beliefs and by the conviction that the agreement would destroy the nation. 

Different christian churches united under one goal and created a unique 

body of believers to fight against evil and corruption. consequently, winning 

became a sort of crusade characterized by religious emotions and supernatu-

ral fears. on the other hand, many potential yes voters were skeptical about 

the real consequences of the agreement and did not feel the results would 

bring great changes to colombia. for example, sergio fajardo, former gov-

ernor of antioquia and one of the candidates in the presidential election of 

2018, affirmed that there was a lack of educational strategies about the agree-

ment. as a result, most people were not aware of the real consequences of 

the peace dialogues, and many supporters of the agreement did not vote on 

the plebiscite.

in contrast with the apathy of many supporters, the rhetoric of religion 

fueled opponents, and they became the central focus during and after the 

campaign. Religious rhetoric has a decisive impact on political campaigns, 

in colombia and throughout the americas.3 in this case, opponents believed 

that the agreement was leading colombia to destruction; thus religious vot-

ers continued fighting even after they had won the plebiscite. the results 

showed that they were a powerful political force.

this chapter examines the implications of religion in a democracy, view-

ing as a case study the no campaign created by the opponents of the 2016 

peace agreement. the chapter argues that the plebiscite’s opponents used 

religious rhetoric to persuade voters that the agreement contradicted God’s 

will and that its approval would lead automatically to the imposition of the 

so- called gender ideology.

“Gender ideology” or “ideology of gender” is a term used by some reli-

gious groups, who believe that granting equal rights to women or LGBt 
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groups is unacceptable since it entails danger to society. it is a term cre-

ated by Us- based conservative catholics,4 and it is widely accepted by other 

religious groups who argue that contemporary gender theories have the 

potential to destroy the traditional family. for these groups, nonheterosexual 

conditions and practices are not normal, and neither women nor the LGBt 

community should have the same political, social, and economic rights that 

the constitution grants to male citizens.5 in the case of LGBt communities, 

demands such as the right to adopt children, to inherit property, to receive a 

pension from a spouse, or to show affection in public spaces, are inadmis-

sible. as Judith Butler states, “Gender ideology is taken as a ‘diabolical ideol-

ogy’ . . . because they see gender diversity as a historically contingent ‘social 

construction’ that is imposed on the divinely mandated natural distinction 

between the sexes. and while it is true that gender theorists generally reject 

the idea that gender is determined by the sex assigned at birth, the account 

of social construction as a willful destruction of a God- given reality miscon-

strues the field of gender studies and the notion of social construction in 

inflammatory and consequential ways.”6 from Butler’s perspective, to fight 

“gender ideology” is simply to fight against freedom, and against the right 

all individuals should have to live with their given or chosen gender without 

discrimination and fear.

appeals to gender ideology	 serve usually to justify discrimination and 

to maintain exclusion. in Poland, “catholic bishops launched a campaign 

against gender ideology that was quickly taken up by socially conservative 

activists, groups, and politicians.”7 in argentina, despite liberal regulations 

concerning gay marriage and transsexual surgery, the senate defeated the 

law to approve voluntary abortion since “the catholic church has an enor-

mous influence in Latin america,” according to Dr. Germán cardoso.8 What 

was new in the colombian case was for opponents to identify the imposition 

of gender ideology with participation in the government of a new political 

party created by former the faRc members, who were not interested at all in 

the promotion of the rights of LGBt communities. thus, in the colombian 

context, the opponents of the agreement referred to gender ideology in the 

same terms accepted by all monotheist religions: as a pernicious teaching 

that aims to impose homosexual practices and affect heteronormative values 

in colombian society.

We examine here the rhetoric of the no campaign through the model of 

classical sophistic rhetoric, or “the art which seeks to capture in opportune 

moments that which is appropriate and attempts to suggest that which is 

possible.”9 in particular, we argue that opponents made the false claim that 
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the agreement’s ultimate goal was to advance gender ideology and under-

mine the moral values of colombian families. Using a full range of classi-

cal rhetorical devices—apatê, pathos,	kairos, prepon, dynaton—they exploited 

cultural fears and relied on opportunistic timing to define the agreement as 

negative for the nation. as susan Jarratt explains, for the sophists, “not only 

was it essential to judge the circumstances obtaining at the moment of an 

oration, its kairos, but even more essential was the orator/alien’s understand-

ing of the local nomoi: community- specific customs and laws.”10 Leaders of 

the no campaign were aware that movements asking for rights for the LGBt 

community presented a challenge to traditional religious groups, and they 

took advantage of that situation to create in the minds of voters the idea that 

the agreement would entail the imposition of gender ideology.

in the first part of the analysis, we study the construction and transmission 

of the narrative to create the idea that the agreement will impose gender ideol-

ogy in colombia. to achieve this aim, the no campaign used a variety of rhe-

torical figures compelling religious groups to become an essential part of their 

cause. Politicians and pastors, as expert rhetors, knew that illusion or apatê 

is “inherent to logos,”11 and they used logos to create a “reality” coherent with 

their purposes. We then discuss how religious leaders created an emotional 

triad (fear, anger, disgust) that led people to political activism. the use of emo-

tions to achieve persuasion or pathos has been a traditional rhetorical strategy 

since the time of the sophists. as George a. Kennedy establishes, Gorgias 

was aware that a soul could experience a particular feeling depending on the 

words. in the case of the agreement, the emotional triad reinforced a previous 

emotional community, and the leaders took advantage of these emotions to 

create an army of believers. the whole community united around the need to 

prevent the agreement, and the campaign became an offering to God to save 

society from evil. this contributed to hiding the actual interests and fears 

regarding the agreement and prevented thinking about fundamental aspects 

such as the fate of the victims, the recovery of lands taken with violence from 

their legal owners, and the need to create a political arena where differences 

are accepted. finally, we draw some conclusions on the inclusion of religion 

in the public sphere and the differences between ethics and religion.

Rhetoric as art means that it “does not strive for cognitive certitude, the 

affirmation of logic, or the articulation of universals.”12 Likewise, neo- sophistic 

perspectives state that “rhetoric may be viewed not as a matter of giving effec-

tiveness to truth but of creating truth.”13 however, if we are inquiring about 

the implications of the rhetoric of religion for democracy, we are obliged to 

ask axiological questions even if we agree with the sophists that reality is not 
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represented, but constructed with words or logos.14 With a grounding in the 

sophists, this chapter embraces the contemporary interest in classical rheto-

ric to interrogate how reality, democracy, and participation are constructed.15 

Does this construction have an ethical responsibility? should the rhetoric of 

religion have such an impact on the public sphere? is it possible to respect 

human rights while considering religious beliefs untouchable and maintain-

ing unequal relationships among groups? in short, is religion compatible 

with a democratic public sphere?

Gender ideology and communism: a strange couple

the topic of gender ideology became a serious issue for conservatives since 

President santos appointed Gina Parody, in august 2014, as minister of 

education. instead of considering her political experience, religious groups 

focused on the fact that Parody is a lesbian. they argued that the minister of 

education should be a model for students, and that a member of the LGBt 

community could not communicate moral values to children and young 

people. Due to this, the minister received constant disapproval from groups 

defending traditional conceptions of sexuality.

the link between norms for sexual behavior and monotheistic religions 

is widely studied. monotheistic religions give precise rules to control sexual 

practices among believers. erika Pluhar and colleagues, for example, dem-

onstrate the relation between sexual practices such as premarital sexual 

intercourse or the use of condoms, and religious beliefs and such practices 

among college students.16 amy adamczyk and Brittany hayes explore the 

differences in extramarital sexual practices between the different major reli-

gions of the world.17 in relation to the recognition of sexual diversity and the 

implementation of politics giving rights to LGBt communities, all mono-

theistic religious groups agree that it is unacceptable. for example, an article 

published by the	Economist describes how British muslim parents oppose the 

teaching of LGBt lessons in primary school to children, contradicting Brit-

ish public policy of respecting gender diversity.18 the fact that religious val-

ues are deeply rooted in culture explains why political campaigns promoted 

to prevent radical changes in society usually take advantage of the differences 

between public policies and religious beliefs concerning sexual practices.19

following this line of judgment, on august 2016 Parody was accused of 

trying to impose gender ideology in schools through a fake school primer that 

showed explicit homosexual images drawn by Belgian artist tom Bouden. 
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the diffusion of these images through social media created a huge commo-

tion, and conservative groups in several colombian cities protested against 

the minister. as shown in the video, “What is the mess with the ministry 

of education primers,”20 while Parody was trying to explain that the images 

belong to the comic created by Bouden, another primer appeared to ignite 

the debate. the purpose of this book, published by the ministry of education, 

Unicef, and the United nations Development Programme, was to comply 

with ruling t478 of the constitutional court, which ordered a revision of 

school regulations to ensure respect and a safe environment for all sexual 

orientations. the controversy was so big that the government withdrew the 

primers, and traditional groups imposed their views.

in september, a month before the plebiscite, Parody joined the yes cam-

paign. this move proved costly to advocates of the agreement, as opponents 

seized on her support. the presence of Parody in the campaign gave reasons 

to traditional religious groups to argue the existence of a bond between the 

agreement and the normalization of homosexuality. street pamphlets from 

the no campaign appeared, stating “colombia is in danger of falling under 

the control of a communist dictatorship and the imminent passage of a gen-

der ideology.”21 the presence of the minister of education in the yes cam-

paign unwittingly contributed to the creation of a narrative that identified 

the peace agreement with the imposition of gender ideology. the attempts 

to clarify or argue were largely ineffective, since the agreement’s opponents 

had found a powerful narrative to summon religious groups to fight: the idea 

that admitting the faRc members into mainstream society would bring 

the immediate imposition of nonheterosexual perspectives and practices in 

colombia. many adults that had remained indifferent during the long debate 

became active opponents to save their families and protect their children.

Rhetorical Resources to create an illusion or Apatê

the no campaign thus attracted voters in christian and evangelical groups 

because the political opponents to the agreement transformed the politi-

cal discussion into a religious issue, and convinced these groups that the 

approval of the agreement would destroy the traditional family’s very founda-

tions since it would impose in colombia so- called gender ideology.

to describe the rhetorical resources used by the agreement’s antagonists 

to attract conservative religious groups, and how they used them as essential 

pieces of their media campaign, we examine media discourses showing the 
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fallacies that allowed the opponents to impose such a narrative. in the sophis-

tic tradition, nola heidlebaugh points out that the notion of apatê	might be 

equivalent to “trick, fraud, deceit.”22 the sophists’ use of apatê reminds us 

that one function of language is to create illusions, transmit reality, and pro-

duce effects. We find similar tactics in the narrative of the opponents to the 

agreement.

since the beginning of the dialogues with the faRc, the opponents 

repeated that the government “was delivering the country to the guerrillas.”23 

on september 26, 2016, the government, the faRc, and representatives 

of different organizations including the victims of the conflict, met in the 

caribbean city of cartagena to sign the agreement. While the ceremony was 

taking place, Pastor miguel arrázola, leader of Ríos de Vida (Rivers of Life), 

a powerful religious congregation in the city, cried, “they are delivering the 

country to the devil.”24 the first claim (delivering the country to the guerril-

las) might be a non	sequitur, but it keeps the discussion on political grounds. 

arrázola’s claim not only establishes a false analogy (guerrilla equals devil) 

but moves the discussion to the religious arena. taking the debate to the 

religious realm was one the reasons for no campaign’s success. the use of 

rhetoric served to divert the arguments to unrelated issues (ignoratio	elenchi), 

such as gender ideology, a tangential topic during the dialogues.

although opponents used gender ideology to fight against the agreement, 

they did not want to be accused of promoting exclusion or violence against 

sexual minorities. on september 19, 2016, a journalist asked alejandro 

ordoñez, a former attorney and one of the agreement’s main opponents, 

“are you homophobic?” ordoñez answered, “no. i am not homophobic. 

homosexuals have rights that must be protected and respected; for example, 

they cannot be prosecuted due to their sexual orientation. however, they can-

not have legal rights as they [supporters of gender ideology] have granted to 

them.”25 in other words, “homosexuals have rights, but they do not have 

rights.” instead of clarifying these types of statements, antagonists of the 

agreement used expressions such “natural reality,” “good families,” and 

“good citizens”26 to justify their opposition to the so- called gender ideology. 

in this sense, ordoñez explained that if we have “good families” (meaning 

heterosexual families) we will have “good citizens,” making use of aposiope-

sis, a rhetorical device in which an idea is left unsaid for empathic effect or 

because the conclusion is too obvious.

conservative families believed that the agreement, with its putative sup-

port of LGBt rights, would lead to the privileging of homosexual families. 

shortly, these sexual minorities would endanger the very foundations of 
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the traditional family. thus, in order “to have a society without corruption,” 

colombians must preserve families’ right to educate their children in what 

they called a “free environment,” a metaphor for a society in which chris-

tian values prevail and there is no place for the LGBt community. free, as 

opposed to enchained, may be associated with a world liberated from sin in 

contrast to a world immersed in evil. Pastor arrázola summarized this idea 

when he stated, “Gender ideology is the spawn of satan,”27 an effective meta-

phor to terrify the audience.

through repetition, the narrative shifted from politics to religion and 

from discourse to action. for example, a Whatsapp message released during 

the campaign warned that, according to point 82 of the General agreement 

to end the armed conflict signed in havana, gender ideology that became 

public policy would become a supra- constitutional norm, meaning that it 

would be irremovable. consequently, before it became “irremovable,” all 

christian churches must act. the Whatsapp message added, “no catholic 

can vote or support a candidate, nor policies that violate christian morality. 

the agreement includes gender ideology. i think it is clear what a christian 

and a catholic must do.”28 though this conclusion follows from a false prem-

ise, for religious audiences the message was clear: if you follow christian 

principles, you cannot accept gender ideology. moreover, if you do not accept 

gender ideology, you must work to prevent its imposition. in other words, 

the peace agreement	must be stopped, meaning that the moral duty of citi-

zens is to vote against it.

although such arguments were very convincing for these religious audi-

ences, some faith groups still maintained that they should support the	

agreement. to attract those groups as well and to persuade them to change 

their minds, religious leaders frequently used apagoresis, a figure of speech 

designed to inhibit someone from doing something, usually exaggerating 

the negative consequences of the action. to prevent voting in support of 

the agreement, they used strong words such as “destroy,” “misrepresent,” 

“purge,” or “colonize” to warn that christian families would lose control over 

the education of their children if gender ideology became a state policy. as 

cardinal Ruben salazar claimed, “We reject the implementation of gender 

ideology in education in colombia because it is a destructive ideology; it 

destroys the human being, and it removes the fundamental principles of the 

complementary relationship between male and female.”29

the appeal to authority or argumentum	ad	verecundiam	was frequent dur-

ing the campaign. appeals to God himself were often made, making use of 

an authority that no one is entitled to discuss or question. for example, a	
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few days before the plebiscite, colombian soccer player Daniel torres, who 

plays on a spanish team, sent a message to President santos stating that the 

agreement would bring no good to the nation, because “Jesus christ is nei-

ther in the center of your government nor in the center of the negotiations.”30 

in another case, a member of a christian church posted the following: “my 

opinion is not mine, but the opinion of the almighty God, so i do not aspire 

to be understood by those who do not love God nor have put their hope in 

his son Jesus christ. But if you are a child of God, take your Bible, ask the 

holy spirit to guide you, and with his help we will see in the Bible why say-

ing no to this peace is what God wants.”31

it is also important to consider that the no campaign sent a unified mes-

sage directed by the centro Democrático movement. in contrast, the yes 

campaign had a variety of sources, with contradictory messages generated 

by diverse movements and ideologies. as Revista	Semana explains, “While 

the no campaign followed in a unified way the directives of Uribismo, the 

yes campaign was scattered. this is due to a political reason: while only the 

centro Democrático movement defended the no, seventeen parties and 

social movements defended the yes with little unification. cambio Radi-

cal supported yes within certain conditions; Gustavo Petro supported yes 

with a constitutive General assembly; Polo Democrático was supportive 

with opposition; and the conservatives supported it reluctantly. meanwhile, 

Green Party, Liberals and the U Party were unconditional.”32 in other words, 

while the supporters were divided, the message from the opponents was con-

sistently communicated, which was a fundamental reason for the success of 

the no campaign.

creating a strong emotional community: the Power of Pathos

a second strategy used by the opponents of the agreement was to appeal to 

the emotions of religious voters, and the effectiveness of this approach is well 

known. as Barbara Rosenwein states, people who “have a common stake, 

interests, values, and goals” create an emotional community, which implies 

shared “vocabulary and ways of thinking.”33 in addition, since this “common 

‘discourse’ has a controlling function, a disciplining function,”34 emotional 

communities are frequently created to produce specific outcomes in social, 

political, or religious debates. many politicians and religious leaders are well 

trained to take advantage of rhetorical devices to evoke emotions that lead 

people to specific actions.
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among the different emotions used by political or religious leaders to 

create emotional communities, fear is especially convenient. in the various 

christian traditions, fear is good since it is “the proper response to the tumult 

of unwanted thoughts”; however, “unsupported by virtue, fear is a liability.”35 

consequently, fear of something can be understood as proof that the one who 

experiences fear is the righteous one, the virtuous. in other words, those who 

do not experience fear are not responding rightly to unwanted thoughts and 

to sinful acts. Because “fear often concerns the most immediate future,”36 it 

is particularly useful for preventing unwanted results in the realm of politics.

fear is a powerful strategy for creating a strong emotional community. 

an appeal to fear claims that a “specific outcome in political elections will 

bring in the immediate future the prevalence of a feared out- group.” how-

ever, fear is not an isolated emotion, since only extreme fear is paralyzing. 

We experience it when we perceive the threat as undefeatable. if the threat 

seems controllable, on the other hand, fear is usually followed by anger, and 

when directed toward a group previously defined as “unwanted,” it is usu-

ally accompanied by disgust. thus this triad of emotions—fear, anger, and 

disgust—requires blocking the threat or undesired outcome. in the rhetoric 

of religion, the feeling of being on the right side strengthens this triad. in the 

case we are analyzing, fear, anger, and disgust were experienced as positive 

emotions directed to protect the most important asset of society: the family. 

the agreement’s opponents experienced	fear, anger, and disgust as positive 

emotions directed to protect the most important asset of society: the fam-

ily. for many religious groups, the family is the basic unit of society, and to 

protect the nation and its citizens we must protect the family first. for many 

christians, this is a central idea in the book of Genesis, since God established 

the family via covenants and later the nation via a new covenant.37 thus, what 

is homosexuality but the most terrifying threat to the preeminence of the 

traditional family, the covenants, and the nation?

it is important to remember that “implicit in the idea of a covenant is the 

idea not just of obedience or disobedience to that covenant, but also of obedi-

ence or disobedience to a rival covenant.”38 in this case, the “rival covenant” 

is the peace agreement with the faRc, which entails a turn in the political 

conditions of the nation. since in the imaginary of colombian people there is 

a link between family and nation founded on religious grounds, the triad of 

fear, anger, and disgust easily became indignation, and indignation became 

action. therefore, telling the most conservative christian followers that the 

approval of the peace agreement would impose the so- called gender ideology 

became a powerful motivation to vote no. thus voting no became a religious 
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duty, directed to preserve the family and the nation, instead of a political 

decision. the stress on the dangers of homosexuality became a rhetorical 

motive, a form of mystification that hid the real concerns of the agreement’s 

opponents. thus, while the opponents of the peace agreement were quietly 

discussing the political and economic implications of the treaty, christian 

groups were shouting, singing, and warning people in the streets and in the 

media about the war they had to fight. this war, as one christian journalist 

wrote, was not against the faRc or the president. it was a war against “the 

rulers of the darkness of this century; spiritual hosts of evil that dominate 

culture and collective thinking and create cultural lies such as gender ideol-

ogy or communist ideology.”39 this appeal to evil as an abstract force instan-

tiated in homosexuals and guerrillas, two very different groups that, due 

to the powerful rhetorical devices used by the conservative organizations, 

became one. meanwhile, debates on the distribution of land, the reparations 

owed to peasants, the need to open investigations on the processes related to 

the acquisition of land, the victims of violence, all vanished behind “hosts of 

evil,” and the different christian groups emerged as one compact, unified, 

unbreakable, emotional community to prevent the agreement.

for these groups, the wrath of God won. those opposing God had to be 

defeated in order to save the nation. this is why the discourse of forgive-

ness promoted by the government was unacceptable to these groups. the 

act of forgiveness is only adequate and tolerable when maintaining the social 

order. otherwise, it entails chaos. in religious terms, the “kingdom of dark-

ness” is the space of disorder, and leaving this realm requires punishment as 

a path toward redemption. on the opposite side, the space of “order” leads 

to reward, a payment received for following the covenant.40 to forgive would 

have meant leading the nation into chaos.

as Kenneth Burke states, “our ideas of the natural order can be infused 

by our ideas of the socio- political orders.”41 the presumed natural order is, in 

this case, the traditional family: mother, father, sons and/or daughters. the 

imposition of the so- called gender ideology, the admission that gender is a 

sociocultural construction, would undermine the very foundations of this 

order, where our deepest emotions are rooted. this way, fear of chaos, anger 

for the harm that could be inflicted on our loved ones, and disgust for a sin-

ful act, all become unified.

for this reason, we suggest that the defenders of the plebiscite made a 

mistake when they opposed forgiveness over wrath. in this particular case, 

it was not possible to build an emotional community based on forgiveness 

since this feeling could not be associated with justice. forgiveness, in this 
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case, would have been the result of weakness and indulgence with sin. on the 

contrary, fear, anger, and disgust expressed virtue, and the righteous cannot 

remain impassive in the face of sin. it was the wrathful God of the old testa-

ment against the merciful God of the new testament. and the former won.

the legal link between family and private property implies that undermin-

ing the family is equivalent to destroying the rules that support the nation. 

as conservative British philosopher Roger scruton points out, “home is the 

place where private property accumulates, and so overreaches itself, becom-

ing transformed into something shared. . . . here everything important is 

‘ours.’ . . . it is for some such reason that conservatives have seen the family 

and private property as institutions which stand or fall together. the family 

has its life in the home, and the home demands property for its establish-

ment.”42 however, there is no need to communicate this fear. there is no 

need to express rage for losing privileges. Keeping the discourse in the realm 

of religion divides the opposing groups into the virtuous and the wicked. 

the real oppositions disappear. in other words, if obeying God and defeating 

those opposed to God results in a reward, then those who commit disobedi-

ence must receive a punishment. this is why the entire no campaign previ-

ous to the plebiscite was offered as an oblation.

an oblation . . . for What?

Leading the people into “the possible” (dynaton), instead of confining them 

to “the actual,” proved to be a powerful instrument to influence the results of 

the plebiscite. thus, since “the actual” was the effort made by the government 

to destroy the covenant colombian people have with God, “the possible” was 

the result of the offerings that good people could make to God. in the book 

of Leviticus, the third book of the Pentateuch, there is a detailed description 

of the rituals and laws regarding offerings. as the book describes, there are 

different types of offerings, all having in common the purpose of maintain-

ing the relationship between God and humanity. among the various types, 

oblations have special meanings since they are not directed to redeem sin or 

guilt, but to keep the covenant with God: “and every oblation of your meat 

offering shall you season with salt; neither shall you suffer the salt of the 

covenant of your God to be lacking from your meat offering: with all your 

offerings you shall offer salt” (2:13). salt is “an emblem of incorruption and 

purity, as well as of a perpetual covenant,” stressing the validity of the pact 

beyond historical situations.43 
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thus the no campaign became for the pastors and their followers an offer-

ing directed to maintain the covenant with God so that the nation does not 

follow into the dark. the use of political resources such as marches, mani-

festations, videos, and newspaper ads; the conversion of altars into political 

arenas; the combination of readings from the Bible with antigovernment 

discourses, all created a religious community that decided to transform fear, 

rage, and disgust into an act of love for the creator. thus this offering did 

not have the purpose of redeeming the sinners or praying for forgiveness. 

as an oblation, it was the kind of offering conceived as a “pleasant smell to 

the Lord” (Lev. 1:19).

in the speech given by Pastor eduardo cañas prior to the plebiscite, he 

called for disobedience to the government, stating that in the acts of the 

apostles we learn that Peter and John disobeyed the orders given to them by 

the government because they had to obey God. While people were clapping, 

the pastor read, “they called them in again and commanded them not to 

speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John replied, ‘Which 

is right in God’s eyes: to listen to you, or to him? you be the judges! as for us, 

we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.’”44

Deliberately, they defined themselves as outlaws. if the yes campaign did 

win, they would not have to obey. Disobedience is, in this case, a tribute to 

God, showing that human law falls under divine law. the timeless validity of 

the covenant with God cannot be ignored by the agreement, which is earthly 

as opposed to heavenly, and temporal as opposed to eternal. obedience to the 

covenant implies a reward. this is why these groups were sure that victory 

would be theirs. as Pastor cañas said a few days before the plebiscite, “i am 

raising an active church here in colombia. We prayed for the family. We 

prayed for schools, we prayed for the primers, and that’s why we marched. 

and it happened that the president retracted. so, now, i believe that some-

thing is going to make God as a product of this cry.”45

Kairos,	Prepon, and Dynaton:	the Results of the clamor

these religious groups thought they won because the Lord heard their 

clamor. even though the margin was small, they could claim that they had 

attained victory. as John Poulakos states, “What compels a rhetor to speak is 

a sense of urgency. Under normal circumstances, that is . . . [when] things 

are ‘under control,’ there is no pressing need to speak . . . [since] ideas have 

their place in time.”46 Rhetorically considered, they felt that they had spoken 
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in the right time (kairos),	meaning that the no campaign was developed at 

the precise period when it was required to achieve positive results. Kairos, 

as heidlebaugh states, implies “the rhetor must find what to say by surren-

dering himself to the conditions of the logos offered up by the moment.”47 

these religious groups adjusted their speeches using an appropriate tone 

and structure at the right time.

nevertheless, ideas must comport not only to the occasion but also to the 

audience. this is what the sophists called propriety or to	prepon: the qual-

ity that makes speech adequate to a certain audience. Both notions (kairos	

and	to	prepon) are concerned with the rhetor’s response; however, as Poula-

kos explains, the former is concerned with the when, while the latter has to 

do with the ways ideas are expressed. the intense clapping, the shouting, 

the words of approval, all these manifestations during the speeches dem-

onstrated that the words spoken by the pastors were those the audiences 

expected to hear. since appropriateness and timeliness have to do more 

with feelings than with prescribed rules, this shared emotion, this “active 

church,” was easily mobilized to become a political force.

“We won, we won; no one makes fun of God,” cried Pastor arrázola.48 

he posted the video a few minutes after the government released the results 

of the plebiscite and, with the confidence of being on the right side, mean-

ing from a religious standpoint to be the	righteous, he shared that President 

santos is the antichrist.49 the confirmation of being on the right side gave 

these groups a new strength. this helps explain why, after the victory, they 

did not dissolve as a political entity. it also reveals why they were ready to 

negotiate with the government. Unlike the political parties that used them to 

prevent the agreement, their main concern was to prevent the imposition of 

gender ideology. thus, during the negotiation process, they did not discuss 

any clause in the agreement that could open the door to the acceptance of 

a constitutional definition of the family different from the traditional con-

cept. these groups were even able to force the government to omit from the 

agreement the expression “gender/sex,” eliminating any possibility of admit-

ting differences between these two terms, and avoiding any risk of accepting 

more than the two “natural” genders. as cynthia enloe argues, “anything 

that passes for natural, inevitable, inherent, traditional, or biological has 

been made . . . the masculinized peace negotiations, the romantic marriage, 

the all- male Joint chiefs of staff.”50 however, they became so powerful after 

defeating the government that the idea that what we call natural or inherent 

is a social construction was eliminated from the discussions.
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even though religious groups were worried about gender ideology in 

colombia, the truth is that the definition of “gender perspective” in the doc-

uments mainly referred to the rights of women. as the agreement stated, 

“Gender perspective means recognition of the equality of rights between 

men and women, and of the special circumstances of each one, especially of 

women regardless of their marital status, life cycle, and family or community 

relations, as a subject of rights and of special constitutional protection.”51 

this is why, when conservatives had to explain how gender ideology was 

present in the agreement, they argued that it was included surreptitiously, 

and that it was their duty to read very carefully and “purge” the document, as 

ordoñez expressed.52

to prove their arguments, the no campaign managed to find expressions 

that they believed reinforced gender ideology or prepared the way for the nor-

malization of nonheterosexual behaviors in colombian society. since they 

considered their religious doctrines to be in conflict with the language of the 

agreement, they made sure that the rights of LGBt communities remained 

absent from the final document.53

however, the real victory was not in the changes they introduced in the 

documents. their victory lies in the fact that they assured themselves chairs 

in the national council for Reconciliation and coexistence. in addition, since 

they are divided into four different groups (churches, religious confessions, 

organizations based on faith, and religious organizations), they acquired sev-

eral positions in the council to guarantee their influence on the decision.54 in 

other words, they ensured that “they will actively participate in the construc-

tion of peace.”55

Poulakos states that once rhetors know that their discourse conforms to 

time and audience, they move “toward the suggestion of the possible or dyna-

ton.”56 he continues, “the starting point for the articulation of the possible 

is the ontological assumption that the main driving forces in man’s life are 

his desires, especially the desire to be other and to be elsewhere.”57 this fact, 

according to Poulakos, shows a great difference between sophistic and aristo-

telian rhetoric: aristotle “privileges the world of actuality” while the sophists 

prefer “the world of possibility.”58 in the case of religion, the realm of possibility 

is always directed toward God. to be other means to be more virtuous, and to 

be elsewhere means to achieve what is beyond earth—that is to say, heaven. 

the result of the clamor was to define what is good from a religious perspec-

tive, which to the no campaigners meant denying rights to the LGBt com-

munity and diminishing the rights of women to avoid the gender perspective.
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Religion in the Political arena: a Backlash or a social Breakthrough?

the results of the colombian plebiscite show how dangerous the influence of 

religious beliefs in political decisions may be, and how easily church leaders 

can take advantage of the rhetoric of religion to achieve their aims. Religious 

leaders are often great rhetoricians. their discourses may, in many occasions, 

show love or compassion for others; however, when moving toward the pos-

sible, religious groups tend to imagine a world where many groups, usually 

associated with evil, are necessarily excluded, suppressed, or stigmatized.

for this reason, we cannot agree with Poulakos when he states, “to the 

extent that style is seen primarily as an aesthetical issue, the question of 

its inferiority or superiority to content, essentially an axiological question, 

becomes secondary.”59 on the contrary, style, “as an aesthetical issue,” is a 

fundamental part of the content since no aesthetic is neutral. moreover, as 

this particular case demonstrates, beauty cannot be present in a discourse 

that promotes fear, hate, and prejudice.

the strength of a public sphere lies in the capacity of citizens to debate 

and argue based on facts, and on the ability to modify traditions that discrim-

inate against others. since any religion is a set of undeniable truths, religious 

principles and ideas cannot be discussed. this is why democracy and reli-

gious principles may be incompatible. as this case study illustrates, religious 

rhetoric is frequently used to maintain unequal relationships among groups, 

and religious systems too often serve to legitimate and maintain differences 

instead of opening a path toward equality.

in this sense, the opponents of the agreement framed the notion of “good 

colombian citizens” based on religious codes to depict LGBt communities 

as a hazard to the foundations of the traditional family and democracy. con-

sequently, in the context of the plebiscite, homosexuals were represented as 

a minority group with too limited a set of legal and civil rights to be involved 

in decision making on matters that affect the entire country. through the 

“good” citizen notion, the opponents connected citizenship status with the 

institutionalization of heterosexual individuals.60

for these reasons, the growing presence of religion in the public sphere 

serves as a backlash to laicism. it could be considered a social breakthrough, 

but it is a conservative reaction against democratic principles and equality. 

as Génica mazzoldi, irina cuesta, and eduardo Álvarez state, “Let us not 

lose sight of the fact that, through unfounded arguments about the inclusion 

of the gender approach in the final agreement, significant results have been 

achieved: first, attracting mass votes for the no; and, second, opening the 
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door to a reversal of the legal advances backed by the constitutional court.”61 

Research published by Revista	Semana on July 1, 2017, shows that there is a 

close relationship between religious beliefs and attitudes toward the peace 

process in colombia. While 49 percent of atheists have a positive attitude, 

only 37 percent of the catholic population and 29 percent of evangelicals 

think the process is good for the nation.62

the fact is that colombia is not a laic state, since article 19 of the constitu-

tion describes the Republic of colombia as a “state with religious freedom” 

and with “equality for all religions.”63 it is a country where the constitution 

“guarantees the participation of (all religions) in the achievement of common 

good.”64 Under this constitutional principle, religious groups are entitled to 

worship in public and to intervene in political issues concerning their reli-

gious beliefs. this creates a constant contradiction between those who work 

to give rights to groups traditionally excluded and those who want to maintain 

marginalization due to traditional beliefs founded on unquestionable truths.

if christian groups want to exercise their right to participate in the pub-

lic sphere, they should practice solidarity with the most vulnerable citizens. 

During the debate, the victims—those who had directly suffered the con-

sequences of the war, those who had lost their families and their homes—

should have been at the center of the agenda. however, their voices, as well 

as their hope to end the conflict, remained silenced. the international com-

mittee of the Red cross remembered this concern on several occasions.65 

thus, although the aim of the agreement was forgiveness and reconciliation, 

religious rhetoric centered the discussion on virtue against sin, truth against 

error, salvation against catastrophe, and redemption through punishment. 

this convinced voters that the approval of the agreement would represent a 

triumph of the forces of evil and a recognition of the power of the devil him-

self governing the nation and making the laws.

the use of this kind of language shows that it is almost impossible to 

translate secular reasons to religious motivations as well as the difficulties of 

constructing a public sphere where religious groups recognize that all men 

and women deserve the same protection from the law. Democracy requires 

ethical citizens. While religion implies following prescribed rules and avoid-

ing discussions, ethics entails personal responsibility and critical thinking. 

the question remains open: What limits should religion have in a demo-

cratic public sphere to preserve equality and avoid discrimination?
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mainstream media in Brazil have often approached the oratorical perfor-

mance of political leaders based on dichotomies such as nature/culture, 

body/soul, and barbarism/civilization, which have been directly or indirectly 

related to other dichotomies, such as orality/writing, voice/speech, and 

grammar mistake / language correction. this perspective has been devel-

oped even more extensively when the intention is to evaluate the language 

performance of subjects belonging to or originating from popular classes. 

there is in such a posture a certain mechanism that can be explained as fol-

lows: the oral performance of the “proletarian” in the subject’s public speech 

is judged by the written performance of the “bourgeois” media. this expla-

nation, in turn, is consistent with another representation, which is strongly 

anchored in the Brazilian public’s imaginary: the “civilized metropolis” ver-

sus the “savage colony.”1

the distinctions between sound (animal) and language (human) and 

between orality and writing have played an important role in the construc-

tion of hierarchies and in the distribution of awards and punishments to ora-

torical practices in Brazilian society. the influence of these distinctions can 

be observed in other areas where the conflicts between classes, races, gen-

ders, ages, and so on take place. Besides its economic, political, and social 

advantages, the first element of each of these pairs enjoys the privilege of 

“graphic reason,” which enables them to downgrade the second elements as 

no more than their lives and the sound of their voices.2

Unequal and conservative societies consolidate forms of disparaging the 

political proposals that claim their transformation. means of expression of 
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those belonging to these societies are as well the object of discrimination. 

With even greater reason, such means of disparagement are radicalized 

when it comes to attacks on public speeches that combine political proposals 

to defend pro- people causes and their materialization in popular means of 

expression. the speeches of former president Luiz inácio Lula da silva—

commonly referred to as “Lula”—carry some traits of those discourses and 

material forms of expressions within themselves, which have surely been 

noticed by right- wing opinion leaders in the traditional Brazilian press. this 

chapter examines the Brazilian media’s discourses about Lula’s oral perfor-

mances from 1989 to 2012.3 it is widely assumed by mainstream Brazilian 

media that Lula carries in his speeches the Brazilian poor people’s language, 

body, and voice. i argue that it is precisely for this reason that the media 

focus on and critique his speech.

can an effective democratic regime coexist with discourses that depreci-

ate and delegitimize popular causes and the rhetorical performances of “the 

people”? in order to answer this question, and taking into account the politi-

cal and social context of Brazil, it will be necessary to discuss the following 

questions: What do the Brazilian media state about Lula’s public speeches 

as a presidential candidate, as a president, and then as a former president? 

and how are those media’s utterances formulated? to address these ques-

tions, this chapter is based on a rhetorical history of the discourses. this 

method describes linguistic forms and relates them to the historical and 

social conditions of discourse production in Brazil and also connects them to 

the ideological positions of the individuals who interact in these conditions. 

from this perspective, my analysis seeks to answer this question, posed 

in the words of michel foucault: “how is it that one particular statement 

appeared rather than another?”4 i will analyze a range of utterances extracted 

from texts produced by the Brazilians’ principal newspapers, Folha	de	São	

Paulo	and O	Estado	de	São	Paulo, and by the their principal magazines, Veja 

and Época. in addition to these conservative Brazilian media outlets, i also 

include the progressive magazine Carta	Capital.

Lula had a childhood and a youth lived in poverty. in his adult life, he was 

a worker and a trade unionist. he became visible in the Brazilian political 

scene in 1970, which allowed him to find his way to the national congress. 

Later on, in 2002, after three defeats and facing fierce political and media 

opposition, he won the presidential election. these accomplishments, as 

well as his 80 percent approval rating at the end of his presidency, suggest a 

path opened by democratic movements in Brazil. however, the severe criti-

cisms of his style and his popular performances of speech by mainstream 
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media point to a hatred for democracy that persists in an unjust and unequal 

Brazilian society.

the historical Discrimination against Popular speech in Brazil

as arlette farge states, “always reduced to its presumed vulnerable condi-

tion and aggressed for its supposed rustic and rude accents, the people’s 

voice is mistreated by the job market; it is diminished and considered a sign 

of danger.” however, such a treatment is not always and necessarily per-

formed in identical ways. Prior to its performance, there are variations that 

reveal both the historical assumptions made about the popular voice and a 

tenacious continuity of the belittlement directed at that voice. farge adds, 

“the elites fear [the popular voice] and read the instant revelation of daily 

problems in its rhythm, intonations, and tonicities,” whereas “the least well- 

intentioned fustigate it as they label it tactless and animalistic.” finally, since 

the french Revolution, “some leaders have believed that it is necessary to 

correct and to control it.” in any case, and despite all of its changes, “popular 

language seems to permanently scratch the ears of the literate population.”5

in france, before and after the eighteenth century but also at other 

times and places, the stigmas of deformity and violence have usually been 

attributed to the people’s voice, whereas other equally contemptible charac-

terizations, such as touchiness, naiveté, and ferocity, have been applied to 

the popular understanding of language.6 the power and the range of these 

judgments are so broad and consistent that they have crossed spatial and 

chronological barriers, although they have surely been affected by consid-

erable changes since ancient times, including the period of the european 

journey to the americas. moreover, the discursive construction of the vices 

of language, behavior, and character of the subjects belonging to a particular 

community or social group involves direct or indirect attribution of certain 

virtues to others regarded as different or strange. in this case, the converse 

is certainly true.

a quick analysis of what the Romans called eloquentia	popularis contrib-

utes to the comprehension of this two- way belittling process—transferences 

of the illiterate speaker’s distortions to the popular communities’ vices, and 

identifications of the latter with the former—and its update in the texts about 

Lula’s public speech produced by the Brazilian press. in cicero’s work, the 

expression eloquentia	popularis, as well as its synonyms oratio	popularis, exer-

citatione	 et	 consuetudine	 dicendi	 populari	 et	 forensi, popularis	 dictio,	 populare	
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dicendi	genus, and	locuti	populariter, refer to the following conception: “those 

who talk to the people tend to use a particular style.”7 according to Jean- 

michel David, the ciceronian texts present two distinct oratorical qualities: 

“that of the words suavis-	lepidus-	urbanus-	elegans, and that of the words acer-	

vehemens-	acerbus-	asper.”8 after presenting these two opposite directions, 

David adds, “Vehement speakers are, beforehand, the popular	ones or those 

who play the role of accusers,” and as such make use of pathetical strategies 

to gain popular support. on the other hand, “elegant speakers tend to be the 

opponents of popular	speakers.”9

Popular speech is related to the aggressiveness of the speaker’s language, 

body, and voice and to the unpleasant effect it produces with the listeners 

belonging to the elites:

the eloquentia	popularis is defined as a force, a strong energy, and an 

angry oratory that mobilizes what was considered anger or hatred in 

the speaker’s gesturing when it states simple utterances in the dis-

course. this kind of eloquence designates the physical impressions 

that those discourses would trigger, as its elocution could come high- 

pitched, in its strongest sonorous power. therefore, such discourses 

would indicate the aggressiveness of those who uttered them, but 

they would also provoke the irritation and the disruption experienced 

by those who listen to and criticize them. however, this vocabulary 

involves, as well, some qualities of the oratorical behavior popularis as 

turbulentus, and mostly, as furor and audacia. . . . in brief, the criteria 

used to define such style highlight the violence of the oratorical expres-

sion and gesturing as its main characteristic.10

the speakers of the eloquentia	popularis	were often discredited by its so- 

called lack of urbanitas. as reported by David, this concept is quite difficult to 

comprehend, because it is constituted by a whole range of semantic values. 

in any case, it referred to what was common in Rome: urbani designated the 

people from the city. however, it likewise referred to the Roman language 

and style, which the unfortunate non- Roman inhabitants of the peninsula 

were deeply lacking. their first and main mistake was the inability to pro-

nounce words in Latin.11 in short, the mistakes in orality, voice, and grammar 

were and would continue to be objects of depreciation among members of 

the elite, urban, and privileged class.

in the city, there was a particularly Roman pronunciation that was formed 

by nuances insensible and inaccessible to those who had not been living in 
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Rome since their childhood. it was the accent that defined legitimate Latin. 

the belief was that, although they had been living in Rome for a long time, 

non- Romans could not assimilate all of Latin’s idioms and intonations. mak-

ing one of these linguistic or prosodic mistakes then became a way to be 

identified as a foreigner. as David explains, this aspect became a crucial 

trait in the obstacles imposed on the promotion and integration of citizens, 

because it was simultaneously unbearable and insuperable: the sound of 

their voices operated the distinction.12

it would be a mistake to think that the stigmas of violence and defor-

mity attributed to the language, the body, and the voice of public speech in 

Rome during the first century could not cross the boundaries of space and 

time and thus come to contemporary Brazil.13 indeed, the popular public 

discourse was invented by members of the aristocracy, yet suffered strong 

condemnations simply because it addresses the people. in modern and con-

temporary democratic eras, after the emergence and consolidation of the 

notion of popular sovereignty, we have witnessed the emergence of populist 

discourses, which simulate defenses of popular causes and oratorical per-

formances that pretend to mimic popular speech. however, we also have 

witnessed the rise of groups and subjects of “the people” on the political 

scene. Both the simulated popular speeches and the authentic popular pub-

lic speeches have been, although at different levels and by distinct means, 

the object of an elitist understanding of language characterized by disdain 

and condemnation. therefore, it has created a regime of understanding that, 

by giving greater attention to the “unpleasant” means and forms of speech, 

makes broad room for the delegitimization of what people say—that is, of 

the “contents” of legitimate popular claims and complaints.

consequently, the benefits of freedom of speech provided by the demo-

cratic state are not applied equally to all speakers of a language community, 

since prejudice and discrimination against popular means of expression are 

present in contexts frequently conceived as the most favorable spaces for 

dialogue and rational communication in the public sphere: democracy in 

ancient Greece, the republic in Rome, the enlightenment in europe, and so 

on.14 Put differently, in the historical and, to some extent, idealized experi-

ences involving the progress of freedom of speech, the belittlement of popu-

lar speech and popular understanding of language, and the delegitimization 

to which they are subjected, reflect a continuity of censorship by other means. 

even the field of rhetoric itself, classified by nietzsche as “an essentially 

republican art,”15 is replete with condemnations of popular speech.16 Based 

on mutatis	mutandis, one may conclude that this is the story in Brazil during 
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recent chapters of its history, more precisely in the period that followed the 

end of the civilian- military dictatorship, from 1964 to 1985. shortly after the 

end of the Brazilian military regime, the president was elected indirectly by 

the national congress of Brazil. starting only in 1989 was the president cho-

sen through a direct election.

on that occasion, Luiz inácio Lula da silva, who had been a factory worker, 

a union leader, and a congressman in the Brazilian chamber of Deputies, 

became a candidate. this happened again in the elections of 1994 and 1998, 

when he was defeated, and in those of 2002 and 2006, when he was victori-

ous. the period that began in 1985 is commonly called “the democratic open-

ness,” which implies the idea that the borders and prohibitions imposed on 

freedom of speech had been abolished. nevertheless, it does not mean that 

the public sphere was ready to accept, without restriction or discrimination, 

the people’s voice or the words of those who had presented themselves as the 

people’s voice. as a result, the opposite happened: the national importance 

and visibility of someone like Lula coming from a miserable socioeconomic 

class—who did not possess the characteristics and the level of formal educa-

tion required for the intended post—and the growing possibility he would 

win the elections dramatically increased the production of discriminatory 

discourses and attitudes.

the naturalization of those acts of discrimination gained an unprec-

edented reach and power as they started to be produced and broadcast by 

the major Brazilian media. in fact, prejudice and intolerance do not emerge 

spontaneously or from the intrinsic limitations of their victims. as the subse-

quent discourse analysis shows, persistent class conflicts and other relations 

of power produced within a society are materialized through ideologies. in 

turn, ideologies are materialized through practices in which discourse plays 

an important role, considering its close relation to the whole process of ideo-

logical materialization. the history of social conflicts will then be reflected in 

the texts they produce and, more important, will materialize in these texts in 

the very instant of their production.

the corpus of utterances that i present in the following sections dem-

onstrates that, because of Lula’s connection to popular classes and union 

positions, his oratorical performance has always been a fruitful target for 

derogatory and delegitimizing judgment. Discourses and actions that dis-

credit public speeches marked by popular traits, as well as the popular under-

standing of those and other public speeches, go beyond the long- term history 

and the spatial barriers of institutional and epistemological fields and are 

still omnipresent in contemporary Brazil. 
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Language, Body, and Voice in the media: Lula as a candidate

in this section, i transcribe a set of utterances extracted from texts published 

in two of the main communication vehicles of the traditional Brazilian 

media, Folha	de	São	Paulo and Veja, which are, respectively, the newspaper 

and the weekly magazine with the largest circulation in Brazil. these texts 

were formulated under similar conditions of production—namely, the con-

text of elections for the presidency of the republic. although Lula’s oratorical 

performances have consistently been subject to discrimination, it is possible 

to observe that the discourses of depreciation of his public speech were even 

more intensely and extensively produced in the 1989 election. for this rea-

son, i will limit my attention to some texts that were published in that elec-

toral context. Before turning to the analysis of this discourse, i begin with 

some representative passages from a text published in Folha	de	São	Paulo on 

november 30, 1989, that i have translated for illustration purposes:

Lula’s political advertising last night tried to contain its aggressiveness 

to a certain extent. it went back to attacking fernando collor, but it 

also made room for a discourse in which Lula tried to get closer to the 

middle class. the objective was to escape from the rhetoric of the fac-

tory gate and to calm down the voters who are frightened by the radical-

ism shown in the first round of the election.17

as in other debates, Lula slipped on the vernacular. the candidate left 

some questions with no answers, as when one interviewer asked if he 

would coerce the opposition in case it reacted against his government. 

in other words, he made use of catchphrases to fustigate his opponent.18

it is true that Lula is still weaker than Brizola and has only one third of 

fernando collor de mello’s electorate. however, the concrete matter at 

the current stage of the campaign is that the Pt candidate, with his peas-

ant beard, his Pancho Villa belly, and his verbal agreement mistakes, has 

got the chance, at least in principle, to occupy the official residence of the 

commander in chief, pompously wearing a tux and granted the constitu-

tional right to make it happen, even though his leftist views might shock 

all of those who will have to treat him as the president of the republic. 

scary! . . . Lula is campaigning with the appetite of those who want to 

get there . . . and he says, in his deep and raspy voice, that he intends to 

make a government that benefits the poor and harms the rich.19
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many people that watched the debate were amused by Lula’s gram-

mar slips. the candidate distorted some verbal tenses, replaced the 

adverb menos [less] with menas,20 and even created a new expression—

a	promessa	de	 gatos	 e	 sapatos [the promise of cats and shoes]. With a 

restricted vocabulary, he made use of his quick thinking and of short, 

colloquial and easy- to- understand sentences. . . . Lula gave a passion-

ate speech to more than ten thousand people in front of the city hall 

using one of his most prominent strategies—the aggressive and popu-

lar language.21

Lula’s oratory is repeatedly evaluated as aggressive. When this is not the 

case, it is defined as a fictitious attempt “to contain its aggressiveness to	a	

certain	extent.” similarly, his proposals regarding the middle class are pre-

sented as attempts to bring Lula closer to this group—that is, as a strategy 

of social manipulation. on the other hand, in his “rhetoric of the factory 

gate”—an expression that clearly displays the writer’s elitist judgment—

“the radicalism” and the voters’ “frightened” state are perceived as real and 

evident practices, conditions, and phenomena. the phrases determined by 

definite articles—“the objective,” “the rhetoric of the factory gate,” “the radi-

calism,” and “the voters who are frightened” (in this last example, there is, 

as well, the evidence of the voters’ mood, which is expressed by the adjective 

“frightened”—used in the reduced form of a restrictive adjective clause)—

are constructs that produce the evidence found in each of those elements.

another central opposition underlying the comments about Lula through-

out his public life resides in his supposed dualistic nature. he would be a 

two- faced individual: he is violent and radical, expressing his cunning or his 

weakness, but he is also calm and polite, expressing his efforts to simulate or 

dissimulate what he really is with the intention to please the general public. 

thus, from the perspective of the enunciator from the hegemonic media, 

Lula has two faces, one characterized by violence and the other by dialogue, 

just like a Brazilian ruined Janus of the worst kind. the media simply do not 

treat other Brazilian politicians in the same manner.

Lula’s oratory and language are characterized as both aggressive and dis-

torted. When the media focus on what they classify as language problems, 

the candidate’s mistakes are described as regular occurrences: “as in other 

debates, Lula slipped on the vernacular.” the supposed repetition of grammar 

mistakes in Lula’s oratory is referred to with contemptuous irony, which can 

be observed in the use of the colloquial, suggestive, and sarcastic expression 

“slipped.” moreover, his performance is classified as making use of another 
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rhetorical strategy: he leaves some questions without answers, which would 

reveal his precarious knowledge. it was repeatedly stated that Lula was not 

“prepared” for the post of president—that is, the media indirectly referred to 

the fact that Lula was not properly educated—and that he would use “catch-

phrases” to answer other questions during the electoral debate.

if the use of such resources testifies in itself against the speaker, using 

them “to fustigate his opponent” becomes even more serious. it is not by 

chance that the enunciator asserts that one of the questions left with no 

answer was precisely the one that asked “if he would coerce the opposition 

in case it reacted against his government.” in this instance, Lula’s silence 

relates to his cunning, his radicalism, and his aggressiveness, thus produc-

ing the effect of confirming a quite known, but unconfessed, posture.

the utterances about the candidate’s oratorical performance produced 

from the discursive position of the Brazilian traditional media tend to be 

even more shocking and offensive. this happens, for instance, when Lula’s 

profile is presented by the magazine Veja through a clearly prejudiced and 

discriminatory perception of his language, his body, and his voice: “the Pt 

candidate, with his peasant beard, his Pancho Villa belly, and his verbal agree-

ment mistakes” and “his deep and raspy voice.” in another Veja text, it is still 

affirmed by the following: “a bearded worker who speaks Portuguese wrongly 

and has a missing little finger in his left hand . . . although he makes use of 

his erroneous grammar and doesn’t have the elegance.”22 the rawness and 

cruelty of such expressions demonstrate how Veja	regards those who convey 

real or imaginary traits that connect them to popular classes, in general, and 

how it regards Lula, in particular.

Performances that could be taken as demonstrations of his great assets or 

linguistic and oratorical abilities—“he asks questions that collor’s elector-

ate can understand,” “his language is comprehended by such groups,” “he 

made use of colloquial and easy- to- understand sentences,” and “a passionate 

speech”23—as well as his presence of mind (“his quick thinking”) and his 

sense of context, which has always been a great rhetorical matter (we might 

think of the ancient Greek rhetoricians and the concept of kairos), become 

signs of weakness or deception, or are considerably reduced in relation to 

the lengthy, aggressive criticism of what precedes or succeeds them. Besides 

the offensive expressions formerly mentioned, there are some others with a 

similar tone: “Lula’s grammar slips,” “his most prominent strategies—the 

aggressive and popular language,” and “a restricted vocabulary.” in other 

words, “passionate speech” is paraphrased by “aggressive and popular lan-

guage.” the same derogatory discursive device is used in each element that 

could be related to some euphoric value in his language performance. after 
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all, the shadows of accusation against the two- faced subject keep haunting 

Lula the candidate.

the supposed evidence of Lula’s aggressive speeches, his deformed lan-

guage, and his dualistic nature, as well as of his nonidentification with the 

bourgeois habitus of voice, behavior, and clothing, is presented through vehe-

ment and sometimes offensive and hostile formulations. the hypothetical 

amusement that “many people” felt and the consecutive laughs motivated 

by “Lula’s grammar slips,” as well as his invented expressions, lead to the 

grave and harsh tone produced by the media in which they are contextually 

framed—“the candidate distorted some verbal tenses, replaced the adverb 

menos with menas”; “a restricted vocabulary”; “his most prominent strate-

gies—the aggressive and popular language”—and by the statements already 

mentioned consolidated through interdiscourse, that is, in the commonly said 

and repeated expressions in society, many of which reflect perceptions about 

the deficiencies and inelegances of poor people’s language and behavior.

however, prejudice and discrimination are not only made of declared 

aggressiveness. they can take another shape and, as such, count on the 

strength of certain politeness: the discursive impact of what is discreetly 

or humorously suggested will produce diverse effects according to their 

relation to different ideological fields. hence, enunciators can create dis-

tance and social distinction between themselves and listeners without being 

explicitly aggressive. on the one hand, there is the enunciator’s group of 

distinguished people; on the other, there is Lula and other subjects belong-

ing to popular classes, with their impolite, ridiculous, and inappropriate 

expressions and habits. this can be observed, among others, in the follow-

ing excerpt: “Pt pays homage to the french Revolution and launches its 

sonorous motto: the ‘Lulalá.’ in fact, the Lulalá is becoming more and more 

stylish: it wears a tie, shouts ulalá, and his goal is a metallurgical industry. it 

only needs to learn the piano.”24

Lula as President

i begin this section with a fragment published in the newspaper O	Estado	

de	 São	 Paulo	 because it is emblematic of the ways privileged voices mar-

ginalized Lula’s public speech. as this publication corresponds with Lula’s 

election as president of Brazil, it seems that aggressive portrayals of his ora-

torical performances may have diminished. however, this did not alter the 

fact that his means of expression continued to be the target of violent attacks. 

this extended passage by Gilberto de mello Kujawski is representative:
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Lula’s “wrong” speech is not an isolated phenomenon without con-

sequences. his “stupid words” carry the “ordinary thinking,” that in 

turn ends in “irrelevant acts.” Language abnormalities condition the 

banality of thought and the irrelevance of acts of a formless govern-

ment. if everything were restricted to Lula’s grammar mistakes, it 

would be easy to forgive him. But those mistakes do not only display 

the rupture of academic language rules; they reveal something much 

more serious—the simplicity of ideas, inadequate to the complexity of 

government problems; and the ineffectiveness of conduct, limited to 

irrelevant, that is, palliative measures. some foolhardy people will say 

that, as a people’s representative, Lula has the right, even the obliga-

tion, to speak wrongly. that is the point where the doubt resides. Does 

Lula really speak the people’s language? Does speaking the people’s 

language mean speaking wrongly? . . . What does Lula do then? in 

order to look like a people’s representative, he merely mistreats his 

language, omitting the s,25 violating the syntax, forcing agreement mis-

takes, as if it were enough to “kindly speak the Brazilian Portuguese.” 

in brief, Lula forges a mockery of popular language, which is quite dif-

ferent from both the formal language patterns and the legitimate uses 

of popular speech. Lula’s speech degenerates into a scary frankenstein. 

People also distort language, but they do it with innocence. in Lula’s 

distorted speech, there is everything, but not innocence.26

this text initially highlights what is presented as its main objective, which 

is to establish a relationship between the critique of appearance—that is, what 

is said about Lula—and the critique of something considered even more seri-

ous: the president’s thoughts and actions. mello Kujawski explicitly assumes 

that he had been inspired by a text of Dora Kramer titled “in the name of 

the Law of Least effort,” published in O	Estadão on January 26, 2005.27 the 

repetition of truisms, arguments, and prejudices in both texts derives from 

an absolute ideological identification with the same conservative discourse. 

Kramer and Kujawski state that there is a populist attitude in Lula’s deliber-

ate option to speak “wrongly,” and they report a malicious effect caused by a 

“companionship that disqualifies language.” such an effect would convince 

the less- educated people that an oratory constructed by “stupid words” and 

that “mistreats . . . language, omitting the s, violating the syntax, forcing 

agreement mistakes” would be not only suitable but also rewarding.

the interpretations about the relationships between what exists and 

occurs within ourselves and what is revealed through our bodies and 
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gestures, such as in our voice modulations and facial expressions, are con-

stant and crystallized. this happens because of the restricted knowledge we 

have of the fact that our interpretations are intimately related to hegemonic 

discourses. moreover, based on the studies of carlo Ginzburg, it is known 

that this kind of articulation between the outer zone of the body and its sensi-

tive signals—those we can see, hear, touch, and experience—and the inner 

zone of human feelings—our inner space that consists of what proceeds in 

our hearts, minds, and souls—is constantly present in different historical 

contexts.28 such a relationship between the outer and inner zones of the sub-

ject is likely to have become an anthropological matter regarding the inter-

pretations we usually construct about one another.29

supported by consolidated views of how people think and feel, the text 

in focus delegitimizes Lula’s speech and consequently his aptitude to think 

reasonably and to make decisions, producing the effect that its intention is 

essentially to discuss his oratorical performance. consequently, the critique 

could become more credible and more relevant, as it would not be difficult 

to guide the readers of O	Estadão through a discursive process anchored in 

the following dichotomies: outer/inner, form/content, language/thought, 

acts/words, and so on. although this motto, “Whatever is well conceived is 

well said,” establishes the need of previous elaboration of what is uttered in 

public, it contributes to the idea that expressions not clearly stated relate to 

confused thinking, as well as the idea that language “mistakes” refer either to 

cognitive deficiencies or lack of complexity. this argument corroborates the 

view that the criticism produced by the Brazilian press is certainly directed 

at Lula’s oratory, but it is also aimed at a more damaging and meaningful 

target: the plans and actions of the Workers’ Party government.

in addition, the author’s tone throughout the text is markedly violent. 

Usually associated with Lula’s oratory, aggressiveness is now firmly and 

clearly present in Kujawski’s formulations: “stupid words” relate to “ordinary 

thinking” and “irrelevant acts.” the words chosen to produce this offensive 

belittlement of someone’s oratorical performance leave no doubts about the 

author’s intent. here, the strength of prejudice plays a decisive role, because 

the popular traits of Lula’s oratory are classified with regard to a hegemonic 

conception of language—that is, they are presented as mistakes. this sup-

posed evidence, in its turn, aims at producing the effect that the president’s 

thoughts and actions are similarly distorted, and that his truisms and irrel-

evances are not innocuous. in other words, the bad language and behavioral 

examples given by Lula are related to equally or even more damaging conse-

quences in his governmental decisions and actions.
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Kujawski suggests that the popular characteristics of Lula’s speech would 

be a trick or mark of his populism, or even a simulation of the popular con-

dition that intends to achieve personal gain. moreover, in both Kujawski’s 

and Kramer’s texts, we can easily identify, together with the emphasis and 

violence of their formulations, a considerable degree of irony in their judg-

ments of Lula’s oratorical performance and character: “a ruthless populism,” 

“a partnership that disqualifies the language,” “violating Portuguese, with-

out saving almost any sentences,” “language abnormalities,” “the banality of 

thought,” “the irrelevance of acts of a formless government,” “ridiculous,” 

“Lula forges a mockery of popular language,” “Lula’s speech degenerates into 

a scary frankenstein,” and “in Lula’s distorted speech, there is everything, 

but not innocence.”

finally, it is necessary to highlight an equally perverse complacence in 

this conservative and intolerant discourse. this is certainly a true attitude 

of the elites and the great Brazilian media, as it reflects what michel de cer-

teau calls the “beauty of the dead.”30 as Kujawski continues, “i know that 

popular language, in its informality, has irreplaceable flavors and is vividly 

expressive, either in the population’s plebeian version or in the caipira [rural] 

or the sertanejo [northeast] versions.”31 the popular actions and demonstra-

tions are considered beautiful in cases where they appear to be inoffensive. 

such a beauty will continue to be recognized while those actions and demon-

strations are restricted to particular contexts of entertainment. according to 

an elitist and folkloric conception, the people’s voice might be graceful and 

enchanting if it is embalmed, exotic, and innocuous—that is, if it is prop-

erly static or exclusively cheerful along the borders imposed by entertaining 

spectacles. in the public sphere of national politics, such a perspective seeks 

to prevent people from speaking, even if their expression is roughly material-

ized in indirect ways. it gains visibility through the voice of a representative 

that no longer belongs to the dominated group of plebeians and proletarians, 

but that still carries in their speech the marks of a social class that continues 

and has never stopped being a fruitful target.

Lula as former President

Lula was the president of Brazil from January 2003 to December 2006, and 

again from January 2007 to December 2010. in october 2011, he announced 

that he had throat cancer. after the release of this news, many texts were pub-

lished about the risks this disease presented to his voice and, by extension, 
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to his role in the Brazilian public life. Lula’s illness and its possible con-

sequences were topics for conversation in several areas and social groups. 

the threats to his voice were the subject of daily conversations, messages 

on social networks on the internet, debates among health professionals, and 

comments from politics, news, and media reports.32 after the announce-

ment of his cure, the subject did not immediately leave the journalistic field. 

it was in this context that the following text was published, in which the use 

and characteristics of Lula’s language, body, and voice in his public speech 

were still subject to aggressive attacks:

the president who has committed the most blunders in the history of 

Brazil usually stole the show when he opened his mouth. his raspy 

voice with Portuguese mistakes and his soccer metaphors and popular 

jokes connected him to the masses, as he played the acclaimed union 

leader or the peace- and- love Lulinha. Brazil has had other lively speak-

ers who used to express themselves vigorously in writing as well. Lula 

does not. he performs an oral leadership. most Brazilians do not mas-

ter the written word. in such a country, voice is overrated as a symbolic 

capital. Lula has always spoken too much.33

the partial recognition of Lula’s eloquence and communicative abili-

ties—“he usually stole the show when he opened his mouth”—follows what 

is presented as a true, serious, and evident fact: “the president who has 

committed the most blunders in the history of Brazil.” the ex- president’s 

popularity, which is intimately connected to his oratorical talents, is also 

recognized in order to be more effectively questioned and delegitimized. 

this happens because his “connection to the mass” is produced through 

a voice and a speech full of mistakes and distortions, an assumption that 

resumes all prejudices commonly related to the mass: “his raspy voice with 

Portuguese mistakes and his soccer metaphors and popular jokes.” as usual, 

Lula’s duplicity and vehement performance, which would be seen as typi-

cal traits of the “enthusiastic speakers” of eloquentia	popularis, are omnipres-

ent and highlighted with an open and aggressive irony: “as he played the 

acclaimed union leader or the peace- and- love Lulinha.” in sum, Lula’s rhe-

torical competence is reduced to a series of language distortions that ques-

tion, delegitimize, and transform it into the opposite of what any legitimate 

aptitude is supposed to be.

furthermore, it is necessary to explain that both language models play 

their role in the fundamental opposition that we inherited from both old 
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and modern conceptions, found in the classic Greek philosophy and in the 

enlightenment: on the one side, we can see writing, letters and the liter-

ate, reading, the world of ideas, and the autonomy of soul and reason; on 

the other side, we can see orality, the voice, and the illiterate, speaking and 

listening, the sensitive world, the imprisonment of the body, and emotive 

manipulation. the relationship between the supposedly exclusive oral lead-

ership and the masses that can merely count on its deficient understanding 

could not be declared in a more explicit, prejudiced, and intolerant manner. 

in order to do so, the mechanism used promotes an invariable movement 

from appearance to essence, from expressions to content, and so forth. thus 

the “blunders” are perceived as such because of the evidence constructed 

around the “raspy voice” and the speech full of “Portuguese mistakes and his 

soccer metaphors and popular jokes.” Regarding their connection to blun-

ders, mistakes, ignorance, and cheapness, the masses could not be more 

attracted by elements other than those that impregnate its supposed essence. 

as i have pointed out, concerning the public sphere and the national political 

scenario, any word that comes from the people or from one of its represen-

tatives—who carries popular traits in his body and voice—is considered an 

intemperance: “Lula has always spoken too much.”

Lula in the Progressive media

Despite the changes in his social place and condition, the judgments that 

depreciated and delegitimized the things Lula said and his way of saying 

them remained constant. the vehicles of the Brazilian conservative media 

usually undertook the depreciations and delegitimizations of what had been 

or was said by Lula through offenses attributed to his means of expression. 

Without great variations, this has occurred at least since he was a candidate 

for the presidency of the republic, continued to occur during his presidential 

term, and remained after the end of his presidency, even at particularly sensi-

tive moments, such as the moment of his illness. Would these critiques of 

Lula’s public speech occur in progressive press texts in Brazil on the eve of 

the twenty- first century? in order to try to answer that question, once again 

i reproduce an excerpt published in a magazine in Brazil—Carta	 Capital, 

which is considered progressive—and then analyze the text. the context is 

once again electoral, as this was the second time that Lula was one of the 

main candidates for the Brazilian presidency:
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there is no way to classify as elegant a man who projects his belly while 

sitting to the point of nearly removing his shirt buttons. Lula’s opponents 

do not consider his manners and language mistakes as a handicap. they 

actually fear looking like dandies. . . . if your anti- Lula character follows 

fernando henrique’s manners, you understand that an anti- Lula subject 

must speak, present himself, and behave in a better way than the Pt can-

didate does. he does not perform the standard behavior expected from 

a presidential candidate: he is so excessively frank as to eat a buchada	de	

bode	[goat intestine] and say that he liked it, his speech is more intelligent 

than astute, and he puts all s’s and r’s in the right places. these personal 

virtues would be regarded, throughout the campaign, as weaknesses. 

however, the surveys have been demonstrating an opposite phenom-

enon. there are people who even call him gorgeous.34

as i have stated, the prejudice against popular speech and popular under-

standing of public speech crosses the barriers of time, space, and knowledge. 

its strength and range can even extend to different ideological positions. if 

it is evident that this prejudice is not performed here in the same frequency 

and intensity as it is in the conservative media, it is also true that the con-

tempt for certain traits of popular speech is not completely absent in this 

example of progressive discourse. this is exactly what we can perceive in this 

extract from Carta	Capital.

in fact, the target of the journalist is the invention of an ideal and ideal-

ized opponent to beat Lula in all presidential elections. Despite the explicit 

kindness and support devoted to Lula, his body, language, and other traits 

frequently associated with popular manners are clearly diminished: “there 

is no way to classify as elegant a man who projects his belly while sitting to 

the point of nearly removing his shirt buttons”; “his language mistakes”; “an 

anti- Lula subject must speak, present himself, and behave in a better way 

than the Pt candidate does.” in addition, the author of the text seems not to 

support or even to refuse the mechanism of outer/inner, form/content, and 

so on—fernando henrique cardoso “puts all s’s and r’s in the right places,” 

but this is not a reason for him to be considered better than Lula in that con-

text. he is the anti- Lula: although he “speaks, presents himself and behaves 

in a better way than the Pt candidate does,” he must be regarded as the 

candidate who is not engaged with popular demands, progressive ideas, and 

so on. however, it does not eliminate the fact that Lula’s manners and habits 

continue to be defined as language mistakes and inelegant performances.
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the effects of humor and softness, the attenuation of prejudice, and the 

distance of the author of the text in relation to what is uttered, which are pro-

duced both by lexical choices and by delocutive enunciations, do not prevent 

the spread and maintenance of the discrimination against popular forms, 

habits, and means of expression. to a certain extent, the opposite might hap-

pen as these effects deliberately enhance the repetition of prejudice. at this 

point, there is no innocence or remorse concerning the discrimination pro-

duced, because the disdain for the people’s traits, the hidden interests, and 

the hostility of ideological opponents are considerably more accepted than 

they used to be. in any case, in the progressive press, the prejudices are 

much rarer and much more attenuated than those found in the vehicles of 

the conservative media.

final Remarks

it is a sure thing that Lula’s public speech has always been related to linguis-

tic ineptitude. sometimes, it has been even connected to a nearly absolute 

linguistic inability, as if his speech was no more than a sum of mistakes 

(“violating Portuguese, without saving almost any sentences”; “language 

abnormalities”) and, as such, could be defined with regards to his crude 

means of expression. the judgmental classifications of Lula’s oratorical 

performance belittle not only his language but also his body and voice, as 

these elements become targets of the media’s disdain and of its explicit and 

degrading attacks. furthermore, it is repeatedly stated that Lula’s language 

is aggressive; or, when he deviates from being emphatic or assertive and 

chooses to speak more softly, making room for dialogue, that Lula is a two- 

faced subject. from a conservative ideological standpoint, the enunciators 

of the traditional media label “radical” the speaker who speaks for better life 

conditions on behalf of the working and popular classes, and they call “two- 

faced” the speaker who seeks to negotiate and to cool down the resistances 

to his issues.

except for Lula’s objective to please the whole Brazilian population—

workers and businessmen, poor, rich, and middle- class people—the other 

characteristics attributed to his oratorical performances tend to point to the 

same direction: the diminishment of human speech to the condition of a 

sound of nature; the reduction of the logos to the phoné; the reduction of 

the vox—namely, the language directed and devoted to the other —to rumor 

and to a sonorous and bestial confusion. thus, the strength of Lula’s speech 
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is considerably weakened for a substantial part of the population—that is 

to say, not only those belonging to the elite and middle classes, which are 

mainly the readers of the press analyzed in this study, but also those belong-

ing to the popular classes. all of them share the dominant linguistic imagi-

nary, according to which Lula’s speech is full of errors. such an imaginary is 

based on a contradiction that it deletes: economically, socially, and culturally 

underprivileged people usually see their own speech as more distant from 

the standard language, while those belonging to privileged classes of society 

usually believe that their own speech corresponds completely to a supposed 

linguistic ideal.35 Because the Brazilian press directly draws the attention of 

its readers to Lula’s “incorrect” speech and, in doing this, helps indirectly to 

draw the attention of those who are not its readers to Lula’s speech as well, 

it weakens the importance of what he says and consequently the policies his 

government establishes.

if such propositions have been targeted by the reactionary rhetoric,36 it 

could be presumed that others marked by traits connected to poor people, 

which aim to promote some transformative power and some views detached 

from folkloric ideas, are more likely to be addressed. the passage for a few 

centuries and the crossing of an ocean transformed, but did not eliminate, 

the elitist offensives. With regard to the discrimination of the Brazilian 

media against Lula’s oratorical performance, it is possible to assert that we 

are not far from the resources and strategies of belittlement of the eloquen-

tia	popularis as they were used toward the end of the Roman republic. this 

disparagement of speeches with popular echoes and roughly directed to ordi-

nary people has been produced by the accusation of its lack of urbanitas at 

least from cicero’s time onward.

however, we cannot state that nothing has changed between old Rome 

and contemporary Brazil, a period that comprises the french, american, 

and Russian revolutions and some political and social achievements result-

ing from uncountable and painful struggles in the Brazilian context. 

nevertheless, the stigmas associated with popular speech and its speakers 

demonstrate the continued marginalization of the nonelite class. moreover, 

the attribution of these stigmas has strength and reach from other long- 

term ideas that, as stated above, are sufficiently powerful to cross barriers of 

space and time. it does not mean, though, that the discrimination against 

 people’s voice and/or representatives, especially against those who carry 

popular traits in their own performances and behaviors, and the discrimi-

nation against the popular understanding of public speech, are identical in 

their forms and content.
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among the changes in the discourses about popular speech and popular 

understanding from the second part of the nineteenth century onward, it 

is required to highlight the emergence of a new place for the people’s voice 

and perception, as well as a certain tendency to dissimulate or to moderate 

the prejudices directed toward ordinary people through more implied for-

mulations. this general tendency, however, does not prevent the reiteration 

of all kinds of discrimination (implicit and explicit ones). in opposition, it 

makes room for important changes regarding the effects produced by more 

violent acts of discrimination. otherwise, the possibility for reactions like 

this one—“the language used by Luiz inácio Lula da silva is the people’s lan-

guage, the one people understand,”37 which still does not have a significant 

reach—would be practically null. on the other hand, the judgments of popu-

lar language, in general, and of people’s public demonstrations, in particular, 

continue to be hegemonic, which can also be observed in the judgments of 

Lula’s speech.38

Based on a series of texts produced by the Brazilian traditional media, 

one might observe that the popular traits in the speeches of the most popu-

lar politicians in Brazilian history have always been targets of depreciation 

and harsh judgment. speculation that extremely unequal societies multiply 

and consolidate mechanisms to silence and reduce discourses that argue for 

their transformation and the means of expression of those they diminish 

and exclude is confirmed both by our long- term history and by recent cir-

cumstances in Brazil. these strategies are spread and intensified through 

some conservative practices when they focus on public speeches, practices in 

which the discourses rooted in popular claims are materialized in expressive 

forms and resources used by subjects originating from poor and marginal-

ized communities.

it is evident that the obstacles imposed on Brazil’s development have 

been greatly influenced by the power of conservative ideologies, which are 

managed and empowered by their elites and upper middle classes. these 

ideologies comprise discourses and practices, and are paradoxically dis-

seminated among those who are their main targets and the most affected 

by this dissemination. all progressive social programs proposed or imple-

mented in Brazil will be immediately targeted by such ideologies and by 

their discourses and practices, because those programs directly point to their 

deconstruction. this is what happens, as well, to popular speech and popular 

means of expression, which are profoundly marginalized.

one of the darkest effects of the condemnations of Lula’s oratorical per-

formance is precisely the discrimination and delegitimization of popular 
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voices and popular understandings. therefore, politics and psychology might 

become inextricably connected: the certainty of a positive judgment of one’s 

language performance produces a confident subject; negative judgments, on 

the other hand, which follow timid and unconfident behaviors, often pro-

duce silence and the absence of or at least a substantial inability for liberating 

citizen projects. in electing the privileged and diminishing the marginalized, 

by means of discriminations and delegitimizations rooted in popular expres-

sions, the media’s intention is to condemn the voice by which people express 

themselves and make their imperative claims and struggles visible.
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the FArewell sPeeCh oF  
CristinA Fernández de kirChner

Alejandra Vitale

the political discourse of former argentine president cristina fernández 

de Kirchner has aroused great interest among researchers in argentina.1 

Well known for her controversial oratory and her prodigious memory (she 

never reads any of her speeches), fernández de Kirchner has been an inno-

vator in the genres of presidential rhetoric. she has exploited established 

genres, such as the presidential address to the nation, in new ways and has 

introduced new ones, such as her “courtyard speeches” and her farewell 

speech.2

on December 9, 2015, a day before argentina’s new president- elect 

mauricio macri took office as leader of a center- right coalition called “cam-

biemos,”3 cristina fernández de Kirchner spoke to a crowd of supporters 

in Plaza de mayo in her last public address as president. the speech can 

be considered within the genre of the farewell discourse, and unlike the 

United states where valedictory speeches are commonplace, it was without 

precedent in argentina.4 in fact, never before in argentina had an outgoing 

president given a public speech in which explicit reference was made to the 

end of his or her presidency and the arrival of a new administration.

Bearing this fact in mind, this chapter examines the ways in which cris-

tina fernández de Kirchner’s ethos is constructed in her farewell address. it 

starts from the argument that her speech is primarily intended to prepare the 

audience for her return once the four years of mauricio macri’s presidency 

have run their course, rather than to praise democracy and the popular vote 

in the tradition of the presidential farewell in the United states.5 indeed, her 

speech does not give priority to the epideictic dimension of praising shared 

values as a rite of passage confirming democratic continuity. instead, it 
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adopts a polemical attitude toward macri and his followers, a confrontational 

position that was characteristic of her previous political oratory.6 By exalting 

the alleged achievements of the Kirchners’ twelve years in government (her 

husband, néstor Kirchner, who died in 2010, was president for one period 

between 2003 and 2007, and she herself was president for two consecu-

tive four- year terms from 2007 to 2015), and by implying at the same time 

that macri would betray the ordinary citizens who had elected him, she thus 

presents herself implicitly as someone who will have to be president again in 

order to repair the mistakes macri will inevitably make.

this chapter begins, then, by summarizing the political context in argen-

tina. next, it presents the main authors and methods used for studying politi-

cal discourse in argentina. after that, it analyzes fernández de Kirchner’s 

farewell address before presenting some conclusions.

Kirchnerism and the shift to the Right with macri’s Government

Kirchnerismo is the political movement founded by néstor Kirchner and car-

ried forward by cristina fernández de Kirchner. During the first years of the 

new millennium, argentina experienced significant socioeconomic turmoil. 

the legislative elections of october 2001 made clear that the country was 

also entering an acute crisis of political representation. forty- four percent of 

the electorate submitted a null ballot, a protest ballot, or failed to return a bal-

lot at all, making for an anomalously large group of nonvoters in this country 

where suffrage is compulsory.7

at that time, fernando de la Rúa of the alliance for Work, Justice and 

education (aLianZa) had held the argentine presidency for two years of a 

four- year term.8 the recession, unemployment, and impoverishment of the 

population; the effects of neoliberal policies inherited from the administra-

tion of President carlos menem during the 1990s; the aLianZa govern-

ment’s own failings; and the discontent of citizens with the political class as 

a whole crystallized in late December 2001 in cacerolazos (mass displays of 

pot- banging), supermarket robberies, looting, and popular assemblies under 

the slogan ¡Que	se	vayan	todos! (throw them all out!).

in the face of this turmoil, fernando de la Rúa resigned on December 

20, 2001, and the executive office underwent a period of significant insta-

bility until the elections of 2003 brought néstor Kirchner to power under 

the banner of the front for Victory Party.9 Kirchner’s ascension led to the 

weakening of political parties across argentina, deinstitutionalization, and 
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the emergence of a centralized leadership that did not consult with peers—a 

strong- willed, populist, “cult of personality” model with néstor Kirchner at 

its head.10

Kirchner established his ability to govern based on an “image grounded in 

popular representation that was sustained through a direct relationship with 

the masses” at a time when the existing party structures displayed a mark-

edly fluid state.11 his tenure was marked positively by the restructuring of 

external debt, a growing economy, a reduction of homelessness and poverty, 

and the recomposition of a supreme court discredited since the government 

of carlos menem. moreover, the Kirchner administration repealed the obe-

diencia Debida and Punto final laws, which allowed legal cases against par-

ticipants in the national Reorganization Process (PRn, better known in the 

United states as the “Dirty War”).12

cristina fernández de Kirchner took office as president in 2007 after nés-

tor Kirchner’s four- year term. although he still maintained a high popularity 

rating and could aspire to a second term, his wife was the candidate. this 

was interpreted by aboy carlés as a “scheme of alternate succession between 

spouses” that could ensure their hold on the presidential chair indefinitely so 

long as they could muster enough votes to ensure their reelection.13 But the 

death of néstor Kirchner in 2010 thwarted the couple’s plan.

as marisella svampa explains,14 fernández de Kirchner’s government 

was marked by a conflict with argentina’s farmers in 2008, almost as soon 

as she took office. the confrontation originated in an increase in taxes on 

agricultural exports, which rose from 35 to 44 percent. for the first time 

ever, the farmers’ revolt united large organizations (including the traditional 

sociedad Rural argentina, which represents the biggest landowners) and 

representatives of small and medium producers (federación agraria argen-

tina). the latter set up roadblocks, agricultural strikes, and lockouts, which 

left the country on the brink of shortages for a hundred days. in this connec-

tion, the government achieved the active support of a broad group of pro-

gressive intellectuals and academics called carta abierta (open Letter), who 

interpreted the farmers’ strike as an attempt to overthrow the government 

and came out “in defense of the country’s institutions.”

the government recovered the political initiative in 2009 with the audio-

visual communication services Law, which brought it into direct confronta-

tion with the multimedia group clarín (which had benefited from Kirchner’s 

policies before the farmers’ strike). the new law aroused enthusiastic sup-

port among many journalists, artists, and teachers, who until then had tacitly 

supported the Kirchners—or at least had not opposed them.
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as has happened at other periods in argentina’s history, polarization around 

an isolated conflict developed into a broader political divide in the country. at 

the same time, the Kirchners widened their political base to include young 

people. small youth organizations such as La cámpora (founded by máximo 

Kirchner, néstor and cristina Kirchner’s son) grew rapidly. the governments 

of cristina fernández de Kirchner undertook a series of active nationwide 

policies, including the new audiovisual communication services Law, the 

equal marriage Law (which allows same sex marriages), the nationalization of 

the social security system, and the Universal child allowance.15

Gabriel Vommaro describes the triumph of the cambiemos (Let’s 

change) alliance in the 2015 presidential elections that brought mauricio 

macri to power as a shift from a center- left to a center- right government via 

the ballot box.16 for sergio morresi, macri’s government is pro- market and 

right- wing, but with a self- avowed commitment to democracy and a post- 

ideological position “beyond left and right” and in favor of efficiency.17 

Political Discourse analysis in argentina

the analysis of political discourse in argentina frequently focuses on the 

rhetorical notion of ethos, as revisited by Dominique maingueneau and Ruth 

amossy.18 for maingueneau, the ethos of both written and oral texts includes 

a tone and a character, seen as a bundle of stereotyped psychological traits.

in relation to the way the speaker’s image is constructed discursively, 

maingueneau lays the way open to a semiological approach to ethos. indeed, 

his proposals suggest a semiological- discursive construction of ethos. this 

includes a verbal and a nonverbal component. the verbal component is 

made up of linguistic elements and paralinguistic elements; the nonverbal 

component consists of kinesics, proxemics, and dress. this semiological 

approach conceives of ethos as a dynamic structure that results from interac-

tions between and among diverse semiotic systems. amossy’s approach to 

analyzing ethos, or the images speakers construct in their discourse, is also 

important and leads us to consider the enunciative dimension, especially the 

use of “we” and the register used in public speaking.

significantly, studies on political discourse recover the notion of pathos, 

which is intertwined with that of ethos. thus christian Plantin distinguishes 

between “spoken” pathos, where speakers explicitly express their emotions, 

and “manifested” pathos, where emotions are aroused by diverse resources, 

such as rhetorical figures and the use of words from the lexical field of 
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emotions.19 however, to explore the use of emotions in political discourse, 

we must return to amossy, who incorporates traditional rhetorical figures 

into discourse analysis, especially those related to repetition and to the ques-

tion of how emotions are aroused.

another key author in argentina for analyzing political discourse is 

eliseo Verón. Verón argues that politicians design their discourse for a het-

erogeneous audience consisting of three different kinds of interlocutors: 

the pro- addressee, the para- addressee, and the counter- addressee. the pro- 

addressee is the partisan voter who shares the same beliefs as the speaker; 

the para- addressee responds to the indecisive voter in parliamentary democ-

racies, the voter who must be persuaded and to whom the argument is 

directed; and the counter- addressee is a supporter of the speaker’s opponent 

with whom the speaker polemicizes.20

ethos and conflict

Karlyn Kohrs campbell and Kathleen hall Jamieson argue that without a 

farewell speech, the transition to a new government would become abrupt.21 

accordingly, this genre of presidential rhetoric symbolizes the closure and 

end of a period of government. this symbolic process also helps citizens 

adjust to the new role and status of their former leader. in this sense, the 

fact that farewell speeches are delivered at some time between the elec-

tion and the inauguration of a new incoming president is of fundamental 

importance. this time interval is characterized by the fact that the presi-

dent retains authority but is less likely to be motivated by party political 

considerations than by the national interest. the unusual way in which 

cristina fernández de Kirchner chose to hand over the presidency, how-

ever, neutralized the symbolic function of the traditional farewell speech 

as developed in the United states. in fact, partisan passions played a lead-

ing role in her address. Using an integrated “rhetorical arsenal,” differ-

ent rhetorical figures will be analyzed, such as the pronoun “we” and an 

enthymeme, among others. these political passions were linked to a con-

frontational ethos that presented fernández de Kirchner as a victim of the 

new government itself.

however, increased antagonism toward a political adversary does not 

necessarily represent a risk for the democratic system in argentina. com-

paring the chilean and argentine electorates, elizabet Gerber points out that 
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argentineans are very critical, argue a lot, and expect others to do the same.22 

in this way, democracy in argentina is marked by a political culture in which 

controversy is not frowned upon.

as José natanson explains, Kirchnerism presented itself from the very 

beginning as a tough form of opposition to macri’s government.23 in this 

way, it differed from other sectors of Peronism, such as sergio massa’s 

frente Renovador, which were more moderate. after the election, the Per-

onist movement was severely weakened by its defeat. indeed, deep divisions 

began to show almost as soon as macri’s victory was announced. for the 

first time in thirty years, Peronism had simultaneously lost control of the 

national government, the province of Buenos aires, and the autonomous 

city of Buenos aires—that is to say, the three most important administra-

tions in argentina, with all this implied in terms of budget, organizational 

resources, officialdom, and so on. however, in addition, it was defeated in 

provinces it had governed for two decades, such as Jujuy; it lost half a dozen 

municipalities in the metropolitan area of Buenos aires, each with popula-

tion as large as some provinces, and it lost in all the large towns and cities.

cristina fernández de Kirchner’s hardline opposition to mauricio macri’s 

government, already present in her farewell speech, was ratified in state-

ments by the former supreme court justice and current member of the 

inter- american court of human Rights, eugenio Zaffaroni, a man loyal 

to the Kirchners. Zaffaroni said in a radio interview, “i would like macri’s 

government gone as soon as possible.”24 he also stated publicly, “i do not 

want it to happen, but something similar to 2001 could happen.” in a coun-

try like argentina, where several presidents have been forced to leave office 

early because of acute economic and political crises, Zaffaroni’s words were 

interpreted as “encouraging crime” and an “incitement to collective vio-

lence,” giving rise to a legal complaint against him.25

in argentina, the transfer of power occurs in an inauguration ceremony 

in which the outgoing president hands the president- elect the attributes of 

power—the presidential sash and the baton of command. a confrontation 

developed between fernández de Kirchner and the president- elect, mauri-

cio macri, regarding the place where the transfer should take place. since 

argentina’s return to democracy in 1983 after the last military dictatorship 

(1976–83), presidents- elect had been sworn in before the Legislative assem-

bly gathered in the national congress and then driven to the Government 

house (known as casa Rosada) to receive the attributes of power. however, 

néstor Kirchner changed this custom when he became president in 2003: he 
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received the presidential sash and baton in the national congress after taking 

the oath there. fernández de Kirchner repeated this arrangement introduced 

by her husband in both her presidential terms, and her intention was to hand 

over the presidential attributes to mauricio macri in the congress. But the 

outgoing president’s political party had a majority in the congress and macri 

suspected that militants were planning to disrupt the ceremony with heckling 

and slogan- chanting. he wanted her to hold the inauguration ceremony at 

the casa Rosada. When she refused, macri filed an appeal to judicial power, 

which was accepted. Rumors had spread that Kirchnerist organizations would 

harass and insult macri supporters during the ceremony, and it was unclear 

who would have command over the police during the event. Judge maria ser-

vini de cubría granted an injunction to macri and his running mate, Gabriela 

michetti, stating that fernández de Kirchner’s term of office ended at mid-

night on December 10. the provisional president of the senate, who belonged 

to the same party as macri, assumed the presidency for twelve hours and gave 

him the presidential sash and baton at the Government house.

standing on a stage set up in front of the casa Rosada and facing a crowd 

of supporters and sympathizers, fernández de Kirchner began her farewell 

address at 8:00 p.m. on December 9. her clothes had a clearly symbolic 

meaning. in fact, she wore a close- fitting white dress trimmed with lace and 

transparencies, the same color and style as the dress she wore for her first 

inaugural speech in 2007.26 in this way, her farewell to the presidency hinted 

at the beginning of her first term in office and, perhaps, suggested a new 

beginning. moreover, white is the traditional color of bridal dresses in argen-

tina and thus a symbol of womanliness, a quality that fernández de Kirchner 

exploited in her fight with macri over where she would hand over the presi-

dential sash and baton. Referring to a telephone conversation with macri, 

fernández de Kirchner claimed he had shouted at her and “the person at the 

other end of the line sounded quite different from the way he comes across 

in the media and even the person i’ve had conversations with, so much so 

that at one point i had to remind him that beyond our offices, he is a man 

and i am a woman, and i did not deserve to be treated as i was.”27

fernández de Kirchner’s farewell speech refers very critically to the 

judge’s ruling that her presidency must end at midnight on December 10. 

this can be seen very clearly in the rhetorical use she makes of an analogy 

based on the pumpkin motif from the popular tale “cinderella”: “Look, i can-

not talk much because at twelve i will turn into a pumpkin, so don’t make me 

talk a lot. at zero hours,” and “that’s why and to finish . . . because they are 

turning me into a pumpkin, seriously.”28
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the explanation “seriously” expresses an irony that seeks to achieve a 

humorous effect. this attempt at humor influences the construction of the 

ethos of the president as the victim of a court action sponsored by macri 

while at the same time placing her in a position of superiority from which 

she is able to laugh at her own predicament. similarly, fernández de Kirch-

ner argues, this time in a more confrontational tone:

i want to tell all of you that if after these intense twelve and a half years 

with all the hegemonic media against [me] and after these twelve and 

a half years with the main national and international economic and 

financial corporations against [me], if after twelve and a half years of 

persecutions and permanent harassment, of what i call the Judicial 

Party, if after all that, of so many spokes in the wheel, of so many suc-

cessful and unsuccessful attempts to destabilize [my government], if 

after so many attacks, persecutions, defamations and slanders we can 

be here, accounting to the people, i imagine that if we have done so 

many things for argentines with so many things against us, how many 

[things] can be done by those who have all these factors in [their] favor.29

in this excerpt, fernández de Kirchner takes as counter- addressees—that 

is to say, as supporters of her opponent with whom she polemicizes—the 

media, national and international corporations, and the judiciary, whom she 

blames for “so many successful and unsuccessful attempts to destabilize [my 

government].” the term she uses in spanish is golpe	 destituyente, literally 

an “overthrowing coup,” which implicitly equates her counter- addressees 

or political opponents with the military who staged the golpe	de	Estado, or 

coup d’état, in 1976. in this way, she constructs a victim ethos for herself. 

the emphatic tone is created mainly by two rhetorical figures—anaphora 

and amplification, both of which reinforce this ethos. through anaphora she 

emphasizes the notion of twelve and a half years of suffering, and through 

amplification, she highlights the bad things her enemies have done to her: 

“attacks, persecutions, libel, and slander.”

anaphora consists of repeating expressions at the beginning of several 

sentences or verses, and amplification consists of enhancing and developing 

a theme by presenting the ideas in different guises or from different points 

of view.30 With both figures, fernández de Kirchner also seeks to emphasize 

that both she and—more generally—the three Kirchner administrations that 

governed for twelve years were victims of sectors she implicitly depicts as 

undemocratic. in this regard, it is worth remembering that on march 11, 
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2008, shortly after beginning her first term as president, she announced an 

increase in soybean and sunflower export taxes. the action, known as “Reso-

lution 125,” was immediately rejected by the four agricultural sector employ-

ers’ organizations in argentina, which declared an agricultural lockout the 

following day. the conflict lasted several months, until President fernán-

dez de Kirchner sent a bill on grain export taxes to the national congress 

on June 17 in order to enhance the legitimacy of the measure. finally, on 

July 17, the senate rejected the bill. the mass media, which opposed Resolu-

tion 125, confronted fernández de Kirchner’s government on another issue 

that divided public opinion. this was the passing of the Law on audiovisual 

communication services in august 2009 after intense parliamentary and 

judicial debates. the law especially hurt the clarín Group, which was forced 

to give up its television licenses, and led it to assume a tougher stance against 

fernández de Kirchner’s government.

on a slightly different note, the extract in question includes an enthymeme 

that starts from the implicit premise that the more support a president 

receives from influential and powerful sections of society, the more he or 

she is able to do.31 thus macri, who supposedly has the support of the rich 

and powerful, will be able to do many things once he is in office. With this 

enthymeme, the outgoing president suggests that her audience should have 

high expectations of macri’s presidency and that if he fails to live up to them, 

they will be entitled to feel dissatisfied. in connection with these expecta-

tions, she implies that they will not be satisfied, since she states, “you must 

also know that tomorrow’s world is a difficult world because international 

[commodity] prices have fallen.”

Regarding the precautionary measure (i.e., the court injunction) prevent-

ing her from making decisions starting the first minute of December 10 until 

noon that same day, and in connection with what in a negative way she calls 

the “Judicial Party,” fernández de Kirchner adds, “the truth is that i have 

seen many precautionary measures, against the media Law, against executive 

decrees, but i can assure you that never in my whole life [did i expect that] 

i would see a precautionary president—for twelve hours—in my country.”32

With these words, fernández de Kirchner expresses her surprise at and 

criticism of the federal judge’s decision to end her mandate at midnight on 

December 10 and appoint an interim president for twelve hours until macri 

assumes office. following the same line of confrontational ethos, fernán-

dez de Kirchner again uses irony against the president- elect: “so next time, 

besides [voting for] president, we will have to vote for a provisional president, 

too, in the ballot.”
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the use of terms evoking a coup d’état and the ethos that fernández de 

Kirchner constructs for herself as the victim of a judicial maneuver prevent-

ing her from making executive decisions after midnight is part of an overall 

strategy that seeks to convince the audience that mauricio macri is a presi-

dent who does not respect institutions. the ethos of victim is strengthened 

by the use of pathos: “i was hurt and i had a hard time seeing a president for 

whom no one had voted in a judicial sentence. . . . i was hurt, i confess i was 

hurt as an argentine, none of us deserved this, no argentine deserved this.”

fernández de Kirchner uses what Plantin calls “expressed emotion” 

(l’émotion	dite) through which she explicitly expresses her feelings—“i was 

hurt”—while the pathos is increased by anaphora thanks to the use of repe-

tition.33 in front of a crowd of supporters chanting “indicted! indicted!” in 

reference to a criminal prosecution in which macri himself was the accused, 

fernández de Kirchner says:

Look, i want to say something about what you are saying, i want to 

tell you that with this state of affairs, all argentines are, in a sense, 

on parole and the truth [is] that i had the hope, i had the dream that 

somehow it would be understood how important it is for a people, for 

a democracy, that really—beyond political differences—even in the 

antipodes, the most important thing is to show respect for the will of 

the people, which is not limited to the last election, the will of the peo-

ple that was also expressed—four years ago—when you chose us. the 

will of the people must always be respected.34

the audience’s cries of “indicted! indicted!” clearly express their approval 

of, and agreement with, the speaker’s criticisms of macri and in this sense 

can be considered instances of what rhetoricians call acclamatio.35 fernán-

dez de Kirchner, in turn, uses a strategy that is well known in political 

discourse, at least in argentina, which consists of taking the words of the 

audience and feeding them back into her own speech (“i want to say some-

thing about what you are saying”). the negative image projected by macri’s 

audience allows fernández de Kirchner to continue with her criticism of the 

president- elect.

fernández de Kirchner thus attacks macri as a privileged counter- 

addressee, implying that if argentina does not enjoy full freedom, it is 

because of macri. the fact that he sought an injunction preventing her from 

making decisions after midnight on December 10 shows that he does not 

respect democracy or the will of the people. hence, she states, “i hope for an 
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uncensored argentina, i hope for an argentina without repression,” imply-

ing that both problems may possibly arise with the macri government. at 

the same time, she implicitly accuses the president- elect of not respecting 

the constitution, stating that “violating the constitution and putting in a 

president by decree or by a court ruling is not a banal issue, it’s a bit thicker.”

in contrast to the way she constructs macri, fernández de Kirchner builds 

a democratic ethos for herself as a person who respects the constitution and 

the will of the people. in this sense, she does not limit herself in her fare-

well speech to the polemical and victim ethos; she also identifies an epideictic 

dimension that praises core values, uniting the argentine community beyond 

its political differences. in fact, fernández de Kirchner lays claim to a series 

of democratic values when she says, “the most important thing is to show 

respect for the will of the people” or “the right of the people to speak out for 

and against each government, because that is the essence of democracy.”

however, the overall purpose of her speech is to confront macri and posi-

tion herself as the person who will return to the presidency to correct the 

mistakes that, she claims, the new president- elect will inevitably make. to 

this end, fernández de Kirchner refers to the alleged achievements of her 

own governments and expresses her wish that these achievements will con-

tinue during the macri government:

But i also hope that we can enjoy, that all argentines can enjoy the social 

gains, economic progress, the successes that workers, shopkeepers, 

entrepreneurs, intellectuals, artists, scientists have had in argentina, 

where in the last quarter we have come [down] to 5.4 percent unem-

ployment, a historic record. i aspire that in addition to many more 

schools, that in addition to more hospitals, that in addition to more 

[university] faculties, more students, more laboratories, more vaccines, 

more increases, more pensions, more collective bargaining negotia-

tions, more factories, more businesses, more companies—i aspire that 

in addition to all this you will have the same freedom of expression as 

you have had as never before in the past twelve and a half years.

in expressing this desire that the achievements of her government should 

continue during macri’s administration, fernández de Kirchner suggests 

that the opposite may actually happen. following this train of thought, she 

also suggests that macri is going to betray the popular vote when she says 

to her audience, “When each one of you, each of those forty- two million 

argentines feels that those in whom he trusted and deposited his vote, have 
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betrayed him, let him take up his banner and know that he is the leader of 

his destiny and the builder of his life.”36

By representing ordinary citizens as creators of their own destiny, she also 

implies that, if or when macri betrays them, they will be able to remedy this 

betrayal by voting for her again. this is the position she takes in her farewell 

address. hence, fernández de Kirchner makes the following statement, in 

which she promises always to listen to the ordinary citizens of argentina: 

“i want to tell you that i have also listened to you, i listen to you and i will 

always listen to you.”

in contrast to the betrayal she predicts at the hands of macri, fernández 

de Kirchner constructs herself as a head of state who can look ordinary citi-

zens in the eye—that is to say, she has kept her word, she has not betrayed 

anybody, and she has nothing to hide:

We can look the mothers, the Grandmothers of Plaza de mayo, hiJos, 

in the eye, for we responded to the historical demand for memory, 

truth, and justice;37 we can look the workers in the eye to tell them that 

we never betrayed them, to tell them that they always had free collec-

tive bargaining, that we never demanded from them any social pact 

on wages; we can look scientists in the eye, those who came back and 

those who stayed to lend a hand, and tell them that we have recognized 

their rights, their income, their knowledge as no one had ever done 

before; we can look press workers in the eye and tell them that they 

never had the freedom they had during our government even to libel 

[us] in some cases, to slander [us] in others, and many [could] also say 

what they think. . . . We can also look shopkeepers, businesspeople, 

and producers in the eye, people who were bankrupt in 2003 or who 

did not exist either as businesspeople or as shopkeepers, and who 

today have businesses and shops.

through the anaphora created by repeating the phrase “we can look [them] 

in the eye,” fernández de Kirchner introduces the achievements of her 

government as they affect the various sectors of society. When using the 

first- person plural, she includes herself in a group, “we Kirchnerites,” that 

confronts “them,” the followers of mauricio macri. “they” are to be held 

accountable, and she offers “them” her own government as a model to fol-

low: “But they also have an immense responsibility”; “i ask all of them to also 

act in the same way from now on. they have the responsibility toward society 

to act in the same way.”
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however, fernández de Kirchner, in referring to voters who may feel 

“betrayed” either now or at a later date, implies that “they” will not fulfill their 

responsibilities or act in the same way as “we” have done. in this confronta-

tion between “us” and “them,” she also takes it for granted that “they” are nei-

ther mature nor patriotic: “We have an obligation to be more mature. Do you 

know why? Because we love the country deeply, we believe in the people, we 

believe in what we have done; and because we believe in what we have done, 

we have to have a positive attitude to stop those things from being destroyed.”

What fernández de Kirchner’s words imply is that macri and his follow-

ers, unlike “us,” do not believe in the people and may destroy everything the 

Kirchnerists have accomplished. in this way, she closes her farewell speech 

by building a future in which she will be a champion of the people: “thank 

you for so much happiness, thank you for so much joy, thank you for so much 

love, i love you, i carry you always in my heart, and [i want you to] know that 

always i will be with you.” in this epilogue, pathos predominates—a pathos 

created by the repetition present in anaphora and parallelism, and by words 

from the lexical field of emotions.38

conversational tone and informal Register

the ethos of cristina fernández de Kirchner is also constructed through a 

conversational tone, familiar, close to the audience, in which the use of an 

informal register plays an important role. this self- image contributes to the 

overall argumentative purpose of her farewell speech, which consists of posi-

tioning herself as a head of state who listens to the people, is close to them, 

and has worked to improve their lot while, at the same time, being willing to 

return to the presidency to correct the mistakes that will be made by macri, 

who, she says, will end up betraying the people.

in keeping with this image, the analogy discussed above, comparing 

fernández de Kirchner to a coach that will become a pumpkin at midnight, 

connects with the intimacy of family life through intertextuality with the 

popular children’s story “cinderella.” moreover, the farewell speech contains 

a number of locutions and lexemes that belong to an informal and colloquial 

register. this is the case with the locutions “to lend a hand” in the sense of 

“to support”; “with only the clothes on their backs,” meaning “penniless”; 

and “spokes in the wheel,” meaning “obstacles.” it is also the case of the 

lexemes “mangos,” slang for “pesos” or “money”; “we are tying ourselves up 

in knots,” in the sense of “we are complicating matters unnecessarily”; and 
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“chirolita,” the name of a famous ventriloquist’s doll and therefore someone 

who can be manipulated at will.

fernández de Kirchner’s farewell speech also includes intimate conversa-

tions with the audience marked by questions that she addresses: “can you 

hear alright, are you sure everyone can hear alright?”; “Do you know why?”; 

“But you know what?”; “you know what?” this closeness to the audience is 

also constructed by referring to former president néstor Kirchner only by his 

first name, “néstor.”

the conversational style and informal tone, however, are not exclusive to 

the former argentine president. Rather, they are a feature of contemporary 

discourse that norman fairclough calls the conversationalization of public 

discourse.39 this refers to the fact that discursive practices characteristic of 

the private sphere have been appropriated by the public sphere, which in 

turn leads to the informalization of identities. mauricio macri himself used 

an informal tone in his inauguration speech, delivered on December 10, 

2015, one day after fernández de Kirchner’s farewell speech, when he sim-

ply called his vice president, Gabriela michetti, by her first name, “Gabriela.”

conclusions

in her farewell speech cristina fernández de Kirchner uses a “rhetorical 

arsenal,” similar to the one she used in her presidential speeches,40 in order 

to construct a controversial ethos with pathos, a colloquial tone, and an 

informal register as its main features. this ethos polarizes the audience 

between “us” and “them” and associates “them” critically with argentina’s 

last military dictatorship and those people before whom she presents her-

self as a victim. the “we the Kirchnerists” positions in her favor the achieve-

ments of the government of néstor Kirchner. however, her presidential 

speeches highlight the construction of an ethos that has been described as 

“pedagogical- expert,”41 through which fernández de Kirchner adopted the 

image of a teacher expounding to her audience, constructed asymmetrically 

as students, on various fields of knowledge such as economics and history. 

this pedagogical- expert ethos is no longer relevant in her farewell speech, 

in a context in which her confrontation with mauricio macri’s government 

is central.

the vicissitudes of history have confirmed the argument that guided the 

analysis of cristina fernández de Kirchner’s farewell speech, namely, that her 

farewell speech was predominantly intended to prepare the audience for her 
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return. in fact, she ran for senator in the province of Buenos aires in the pri-

mary elections of august 13, 2017, in which she beat mauricio macri’s candi-

date by a small margin. Under argentina’s election system, the winning party 

in each senate race gets two of the province’s three seats, with the remaining 

seat going to the second- place finisher. cristina fernández de Kirchner tried 

to run again in the legislative elections held on october 22, 2017.

although she was elected senator, the candidates supported by macri won a 

4 percent lead and two seats. in october 2019, she ran as vice president in the 

presidential election that defeated macri, who aspired to be reelected. alberto 

fernández, a former cabinet chief and close colleague of néstor Kirchner, ran 

for president with her. she had proposed him to replace her as presidential 

candidate in a bid to win votes from other sectors of Peronism that are not 

Kirchnerist, and because of her poor performance in opinion polls.

Beyond this factual information, cristina fernández de Kirchner’s fare-

well speech contains clear indications that she was not prepared to with-

draw from politics and that she would try to win back the presidency from 

mauricio macri at some future date. the conflict over the location where the 

presidential symbols—the sash and the baton—were to be handed over had 

a marked impact on the way she constructed a polemical and victim ethos, 

unlike what happens in United states within the rhetorical tradition of the 

presidential farewell speech. in short, néstor Kirchner’s widow inaugurated 

a genre; only time will tell if it will become an established or conventional 

genre in argentina. in this respect, there is no doubt that, regardless of 

whether one shares her ideas, she was a good speaker who developed and 

enriched the genres of presidential rhetoric.

it should be noted that when she enumerates the alleged achievements of 

her government (and those of néstor Kirchner; i.e., “we the Kirchnerists”) 

the effect is not so much to construct a public memory of her administration, 

as amos Kiewe claims is the case with presidential farewell speeches in the 

United states (he focuses on the case of Ronald Reagan).42 Rather, her aim 

is to legitimize herself before her audience as a future opponent of mauricio 

macri who, in her view, will betray the vote of ordinary citizens.

in this sense, and bearing in mind argentina’s markedly controversial 

political culture, cristina fernández de Kirchner’s farewell speech ratified 

rather than questioned the democratic process. its rhetorical peculiarities, 

especially its aggressive tone and its closeness to the audience, reflect the 

particularities of democracy in argentina: deep polarization and a lack of 

respect for institutions, in which the public favors direct communication 

between leaders and followers.
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finally, it should be remembered that cristina fernández de Kirchner’s 

political rhetoric does not correspond to a liberal conception of democ-

racy that focuses public debate on reaching consensus and homonoia. it is, 

instead, what chantal mouffe calls “agonistic democracy,” which recognizes 

in the confrontation between the adversaries—“us” and “them”—the reality 

of democracy and accepts the inherently problematic nature of pluralism 

derived from the impossibility of reconciling all points of view.43



11
sPeCtACulAr Crisis: rhetoriCs oF 
rePresentAtion in venezuelA

Abraham Romney

news coverage of Venezuela’s economic decline has featured numerous 

reports of its citizens starving, suffering shortages of necessities, and fleeing 

to neighboring countries.1 once one of south america’s richest nations, Vene-

zuela has suffered a widespread economic downturn with the falling price 

and diminished production of its principal export, petroleum. the recession 

comes after more than a decade with a populist socialist government that had, 

under its charismatic leader hugo chávez frías, successfully reduced poverty 

in much of the country. Venezuela’s drastic economic demise has spurred 

worldwide debate. is socialism itself to blame? or, rather, were economic 

forces backed by imperialism set against Venezuela from the start? Because 

of its polarized politics, Venezuela presents numerous avenues for the study 

of the rhetoric of democracy. chávez’s populist rhetoric arguably aided him in 

gaining power and maintaining regional ties. since chávez’s death in 2013, 

his successor, nicolás maduro, has been much less favored domestically and 

abroad. What chávez called twenty- first- century socialism has long been 

opposed by the right- wing elite, and opposition politicians won a majority in 

the national assembly in 2015 for the first time in sixteen years, gaining con-

trol of just one of five branches of government. But since that time, maduro’s 

rhetoric and political maneuvering has sought to circumvent the authority 

of the assembly to form the national constituent assembly, a move that, in 

2017, sparked protest and drew consternation from allies and detractors alike, 

with some, citing corrupt polling, describing the national assembly as the 

last remaining democratically elected governing body in Venezuela.

in the Venezuelan press and in reports about Venezuela, we see a clash 

of opposing narratives: official and quasi- official channels painting a more 
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positive picture of the situation and faulting the opposition for the coun-

try’s economic woes, critical sources from Venezuela and mainstream media 

sources in the United states and elsewhere pointing to a spectacular crisis. 

these rhetorics of crisis emerge in a turbulent and divided context in which 

both sides rely on what i call spectacular rhetorics to assert divergent claims 

about the reality of the crisis. i analyze representations of the crisis in Ven-

ezuela in terms of two concepts that i derive from the idea of the spectacle as 

theorized by Guy Debord: spectacle logic and what i call the spectacle image. 

spectacle logic is the underlying global logic that reinforces the dominance 

of capital and commodity, often in visual ways. spectacle image refers to the 

proliferation of visual representations that normalize notions of commodifi-

cation. these images are commonplace and largely banal. however, in rep-

resentations of economic crisis, images and reportage increasingly highlight 

a lack of commodity that appears to threaten spectacle logic, while the way it 

is highlighted actually tends to bolster it.

spectacular rhetoric relates to but diverges from much of the thinking 

about spectacle in rhetorical studies by reemphasizing the role of media 

and capital present in the Debordian notion of spectacle. Rhetoricians have 

approached the idea of spectacle as an interplay between rhetor and audi-

ence. David e. Procter connects spectacle to salient events, using the term 

“dynamic spectacle” to designate “those spectacles which [have the power 

to] . . . become a touchstone for community- building.”2 the rhetor’s role, for 

Procter, lies in interpreting these events for a community: “their interpre-

tations or accounts of the event are the spectacles” that symbolically frame 

events, connect them to a group’s ideology, and drive community action.3 

more recently, rhetoricians discussing the concept of spectacle have been at 

pains to emphasize the importance of the audience in providing meaning. 

in analyzing pageantry, s. michael halloran even doubts the efficacy of the 

rhetor on the stage: “for every ‘Gettysburg address’ or ‘i have a Dream’ 

there are hundreds of banal drones whose significance lies more in the fact 

and the circumstances of their delivery than in their texts.”4 By contrast, in 

spectacle, the roles of rhetor and audience are blurred. halloran argues that, 

unlike Guy Debord, who he says sees in the spectacle a negation or displace-

ment of life, “a spectacle is itself a lived experience.”5 Jonathan mark Balzotti 

sees disruptive potential in the visual nature of spectacles that can “run coun-

ter to the script,” where even monumental displays can serve as “an aesthetic 

resource for thinking and exploring alternate possibilities.”6 Discussing 

personal accounts of interpretations of the ferris wheel at the 1893 World’s 

colombian exhibition, he suggests that such spectacles do not simply present 



198   deMoCrACy in lAtin AMeriCA

a dominant message but are opportunities for individual interpretation. Like 

halloran, he emphasizes spectacle as a “rhetorical expression experienced 

by actual people.”7 for Balzotti, “spectacle defined as a tool of hegemony is 

a pale reflection of a much more interesting and rich concept.”8 it is right to 

note that audience engagement and participation can play an important role 

in spectacular events or displays. a rich concept, however, should not lead 

us to overlook dominant modes in media representations of poverty being 

discussed in this chapter.

While the foregoing rhetorical theories of spectacle can be useful for ana-

lyzing the impact of events, pageants, or monumental displays, and could be 

of service in analyzing government ceremonies, a different type of spectacle 

unfolds in media reports that have accumulated over the last several years 

about Venezuela. although such a lens does not necessarily provide a rosy 

view of rhetorical agency, Guy Debord’s theories elaborated in Society	of	the	

Spectacle	prove useful in understanding the rhetoric of everyday mass media 

representation in this context.

my emphasis on news media as spectacle is much closer to the way the 

term is used by murray edelman, who suggests that “the spectacle consti-

tuted by news reporting continuously constructs and reconstructs social prob-

lems, crises, enemies, and leaders and so creates a succession of threats and 

reassurances.”9 in edelman’s view, political life as shaped by this reporting is 

“hyperreal,”10 raising explanations for persistent problems that “are notable 

for the diversity of causes and of ideologies to which they point, not for their 

rigor, verifiability, or explanatory power.”11 edelman points out that the tradi-

tional distinction between problems as chronic, recurring issues “resistant to 

facile solutions” and crisis as an acute moment that “heralds instability” and 

deprivation, is one that usually turns out to be arbitrary. Rather, “more often 

than not a crisis is an episode in a long sequence of similar problems.”12 edel-

man thus views a crisis, “like all news developments,” as “a creation of the 

language used to depict it.”13 in this way, events do not amount to a crisis until 

they are represented as such in the language of the political spectacle, with an 

inconsistent relationship between representation and reality. such depictions, 

however, are based not just in language; instead, as in the case of the present 

study, images play a supporting role in forwarding narratives of crisis.

seeming to anticipate the age of instagram, Debord’s now classic neo- 

marxian theory, in contrast to the theories of spectacle that emphasize rhe-

torical agency, sees image and commodity as dominating social relationships 

within the spectacle. Debord describes mass media operating in a system in 

which “social relationship[s]” are “mediated by images.”14 While the spectacle 
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is actually “subordinate” to “social practice,” it asserts itself as the “apparent 

goal” of social practice.15 the relationship between spectacle and commodity 

is central to this theory. for Debord, capitalism has led to a world mediated 

by images. in that world, the appearance of commodity reigns. the selling 

of labor had initially resulted in an abundance	that “liberates societies from 

the natural pressures occasioned by their struggle for survival,” but this very 

abundance of commodities reduces human pursuits to “no more than an 

augmented	survival.”16 a major aspect of this shift, according to Debord, is an 

emphasis on appearance. Whereas, previously, bourgeois society was driven 

by the accumulation of wealth and capital, the spectacle seeks to make com-

modities visible to such an extent that society’s focus shifts from having to 

appearing. as Debord puts it, the commodity is now “all there is to see,” and 

for that reason, in the context of economic crisis, the absence of commodity 

becomes unsettling, something that threatens to disrupt spectacle commod-

ity. Paradoxically, when lenses are trained on the crisis in Venezuela, and 

frequently on the commodity’s conspicuous absence, this disruption of the 

spectacle itself becomes commodified in international media representation.

still, the application of this theory does not point us only to a critique of, 

say, the neoliberal right. in Debord’s theory, different logics compete within 

the spectacle: “Just as the logic of the commodity reigns over capitalists’ com-

peting ambitions . . . so the harsh logic of the spectacle controls the abun-

dant diversity of media extravagances.”17 analyzing media representations of 

Venezuela reveals starkly divided accounts between opposition outlets and 

government- sponsored news. the more the crisis has been publicized, the 

more Western mainstream media sources have become disenchanted with 

maduro and the throes of chavismo’s populism. narratives of crisis, however, 

can also be sensationalized. such a narrative is precisely what consumers of 

Western media have come to expect from Latin american politics—exactly 

the kind of rhetorics that reinforce the logic of the spectacle. the crisis nar-

rative, for example, has been used by election strategy consultants from the 

United states in Latin america, as in the case of the Bolivian election of 

2002, the subject of the 2005 documentary Our	Brand	Is	Crisis.18 still, Ven-

ezuela’s fall from economic grace has been particularly striking, making this 

habituated narrative framing seem all the more fitting. to better understand 

the rhetoric of spectacle in the current crisis, i briefly situate it within the 

historical context, including the attempted coup in 2002 that nearly ended 

chávez’s presidency. With this discussion of media representation in mind, 

i then turn to media representations of the more recent economic downturn 

and unrest under maduro to show the way that media representations pro 
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and contra make use of logics of the spectacle. as of the date of this writ-

ing, maduro remains in power, as these competing narratives result in the 

paradox of maduro’s prolonged presidency despite images of a bumbling 

leader besieged by crisis.

chavismo and Protest

maduro should be understood both in his context in the legacy of chavismo 

and in the shifting dynamics of regional politics. coming as part of what 

some dubbed a “pink tide” of leftist leaders influenced by marxist principles, 

chavismo entered the scene with popular support at its outset and during 

much of chávez’s presidency from 1999 until his death in march 2013.19 a 

former military leader who headed a failed coup in 1992, chávez was released 

from prison two years later and emerged as a populist hero. as an early item 

of business in 1999, and backed by popular referendum, he supported a 

newly written constitution to replace the constitution of 1961. Purportedly 

based on the philosophical ideals of the south american liberator simón 

Bolívar, this new constitution changed the official name of the country from 

República de Venezuela to the República Bolivariana de Venezuela. in sub-

sequent years, chávez managed to solidify power by nationalizing various 

industries, including much of the oil industry under Petróleos de Venezuela 

(PDVsa), which allowed him to develop social programs aimed at reducing 

poverty and rewarding his supporters.

chávez became famous for a fiery rhetoric that countered Us hegemony 

and sought to unify Latin american countries. chávez famously spoke at 

the United nations in 2006, holding noam chomsky’s Hegemony	 or	Sur-

vival, which he said all americans should read. he then referred to President 

George W. Bush as el	diablo, stating that the podium from which Bush had 

spoken the day before smelled of sulfur.20 in march of that year, he ded-

icated a portion of his weekly television show Alo	 Presidente	 to critiquing 

Bush’s imperialism through Us involvement in iraq. he called Bush a “don-

key” and “mr. Danger,” along with a string of other insults, complaining 

“you messed with me, little bird” (Te	metiste	 conimgo,	 pajarito).21 the next 

year, chávez undertook the nationalization of various parts of the economy, 

including communications and electricity industries and the central Bank. 

he attempted but failed to remove term limits in a constitutional referen-

dum and began to draw negative attention from abroad from organizations 

like human Rights Watch, which issued a critical report in 2008. that same 
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year, as a show of solidarity with Bolivia, he expelled the Us ambassador 

from Venezuela and withdrew Venezuela’s ambassadors from the United 

states, shouting to a crowd “Go to hell, shitty yankees!” (Váyanse	al	carajo,	

yanquis	 de	 mierda!).22 While chávez tended to ramble, he was undeniably 

charismatic. in contrast, chávez’s handpicked successor, nicolás maduro, 

lacked his predecessor’s charm and was ridiculed for uttering absurdities. in 

what seems a better fit for magic realism, maduro claimed on camera to a 

group of supporters during his campaign that chávez had appeared to him 

in a chapel as a small pajarito that flew into the building and circled above 

him before flying away, giving maduro the blessing to continue the revolu-

tion.23 maduro took the helm after narrowly defeating henrique capriles by 

a margin of less than 1 percent, and detractors cried foul. With a drop in oil 

prices beginning in 2014, maduro has faced recurring protests but has yet 

to yield. critics point to economic mismanagement while the government 

blames an “economic war” waged by opposition leaders, something that has 

been echoed repeatedly in the pro- government press.24

the biggest existential threat to the chávez government came in the form 

of an attempted coup in april 2002 when, after antigovernment protesters 

in caracas were killed by gunfire, the military arrested chávez, and the oppo-

sition set up a short- lived interim government that was quickly recognized 

as legitimate by the United states. the opposition government took sweep-

ing measures to dismantle institutions, but just days later chávez was back 

in power. the interpretation of april 2002 continued long after the events 

transpired, and i review some of that interpretation to show a transition to 

what i call spectacular rhetorics in the current crisis. an analysis of spectacu-

lar rhetorics can critique the way that such representations uphold or resist 

systems of power and production. the spectacle engages in representation 

of real events but also in falsification, what Debord calls the spectacle’s “real 

unreality.”25 my own experience of the attempted coup came while i was liv-

ing as a missionary in the small town of el tigrito, hours from caracas, 

where most of the action was occurring. apolitical as a rule, missionaries for 

the church of Jesus christ of Latter- Day saints avoided political topics and 

did not keep abreast of current events during their two- year service. our only 

knowledge of events came from what the people of the town related to us 

and from their television sets, perpetually turned on during the ordeal. the 

momentum for the coup had relied largely on certain images presented in a 

sequence that made it appear that shots had been fired by military and pro- 

chávez supporters on a crowd of peaceful protesters. People i spoke to were 

condemning the violence allegedly done under chávez’s direction. During 
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those few days everyone seemed to believe what they were hearing and 

seeing on television. however, on the evening when he returned to power, 

walking home to my apartment, i found myself suddenly surrounded by 

an impromptu sea of red berets (the signature military headwear of chávez 

and his supporters) as they took to the streets to celebrate his return to mira-

flores by loyal members of the military. i mention my own experience then 

because, during current events surrounding maduro and purportedly grass-

roots protests against him, i am reminded of the difficulty of finding what is 

really happening at a distance and through media outlets.

the attempted coup has been the subject of documentaries that have tried 

to untangle the story of what exactly happened. some blame the 2002 events 

on media manipulation. in his documentary praising chávez and other 

leftist Latin- american leaders, oliver stone recounts the events as a media 

ploy.26 stone’s account of the attempted coup paints the opposition move-

ment as largely fueled by private media. When pro-  and antigovernment pro-

test began to converge, shots were fired from rooftops. chávez supporters 

on a bridge fired back at someone shooting at them from a building, and, 

according to stone’s analysis in South	of	the	Border, opposition media cut the 

scenes together to make it appear that chávez supporters had opened fire 

on a peaceful crowd below.27 stone then focuses on the way the opposition 

leaders were too quick to appoint a wealthy businessman, Pedro carmona, 

as interim president and to abolish the national assembly. as a response, 

many people took to the streets to demand that carmona step down. Loyal 

members of the military rescued chávez and returned him to power at the 

presidential palace in miraflores. South	of	 the	Border marks this event as a 

moment in which chávez’s enmity against the Us government was solid-

ified. in his interview with stone, chávez argues that the whole plot was 

orchestrated by the United states and fueled by their desire to control petro-

leum production, the same motivation chávez attributes to the subsequent 

Us invasion of iraq.

others disagree with some of the accusations of media manipulation. 

francisco toro, who marched with the opposition during that protest in 2002, 

argues that many of the details about the shootings have been obscured by 

“chavista mythmaking.”28 as he puts it, “the april crisis was pressed into 

service as a kind of myth of origin for the Bolivarian Revolution’s radicaliza-

tion: a tale of c.i.a. conspiracy, shadowy agents and provocateur sharpshoot-

ers planted by the opposition to fire on its own supporters.” one early source 

arguing along the lines critiqued by toro was The	Revolution	Will	Not	Be	Tele-

vised, a documentary distributed in 2003 and made by a crew from ireland’s 
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national broadcaster Raidió teilifís Éireann (Rte).29 the filmmakers were in 

Venezuela at the time of the attempted coup filming a documentary about 

chávez. The	Revolution shows the opposition and pro- chávez groups poised 

for a clash in front of miraflores, with the military attempting to “act as a 

buffer.” When the gunfire began, the voice- over declares, “We couldn’t tell 

where the shots were coming from, but people were being hit in the head. 

soon it became clear that we were being shot at by snipers.” a quick mon-

tage of handheld shots flash images of high- rise buildings, insinuating the 

location of the shooters. in response, the documentary Radiografía	de	una	

mentira (X- ray of a lie) sought to disprove the claims in The	Revolution	and 

criticize its manipulation of the story.30 another documentary, Claves	de	una	

massacre	 (Keys to a massacre), concludes that chávez’s supporters firing 

from the Puente Llaguno overpass were doing so in self- defense and much 

later than the shooting that wounded members of the opposition.31

this review of contradictory claims points to the history of Us involve-

ment in Venezuelan politics and to the ways protests in the country have 

been staged and interpreted. With rising oil prices after 2002, chávez 

was able to pursue a more radical vision of twenty- first century socialism, 

only running into trouble as economic difficulties began to set in. Kirk a. 

hawkins, who studies populist movements, suggests that maduro’s current 

low popularity provides an opportunity to look at ways of effectively opposing 

“strongly populist” movements through “patient efforts by the opposition.”32 

hawkins suggests that populist movements come as a response to “wide-

spread failures of democratic governance such as corruption and inequality,” 

making voters willing to support a populist candidate.33 and, while hawkins 

credits chávez’s initial democratic appeal, he suggests that the second phase 

of chavismo (from 2004 to 2013) was fueled not so much by democratic 

support as by rising global oil prices.34 in response to sharp declines in the 

price of oil as maduro took office, he enacted policies that would solidify 

his military support by giving members of the military more control and 

resources such as subsidized housing, but at the cost of democratic sup-

port.35 hawkins’s analysis shows that most of the means of resistance were 

ineffective against chávez’s removal of human rights protections and stack-

ing of the judiciary, especially given his ability to use oil revenues. Ultimately, 

he suggests, effective resistance requires a patiently organized opposition 

that reaches the electorate broadly.36 a common critique of the opposition in 

recent years has been that it lacks coherence. Julia Buxton mockingly cred-

its the disorganized opposition as the “stalwart ally” responsible for keep-

ing maduro in power: “certainly the opposition has enjoyed major electoral 



204   deMoCrACy in lAtin AMeriCA

success and demonstrated a capacity to convoke large- scale protests. yet it 

has never maintained the momentum of political change.”37 Buxton acknowl-

edges electoral gains by the opposition but suggests that a diffuse message, 

division over tactics (protests vs. signatures, for example), and a lack of atten-

tion to social issues mire the opposition’s progress.38

Venezuela’s contemporary milieu of protests, often staged for media out-

lets or for social media, echoes the earlier media event of the attempted coup. 

the visual nature of the representation of protests and scarcity may call for 

thinking in terms of the theory of the image event, a concept some have 

used to understand protest and spectacle in the age of television. notably, 

John W. Delicath and Kevin michael Deluca define image events as “staged 

acts of protest intended for media dissemination . . . understood as a form of 

argumentative practice.”39 they see image events as “a form of oppositional 

argument” capable of “generating social controversy” and increasing the 

opportunity for argumentation and debate. as opposed to the “spectacles” 

staged by corporation and nations to affirm status before publics, image 

events are performed by “subaltern counterpublics” to gain publicity and 

“hold corporations and nations accountable.”40 their analysis draws on the 

way environmental groups like Greenpeace use protests as opportunities to 

create striking images that, through audience interpretation, can serve as 

“inventional resources for future argumentation and deliberation.”41 Deli-

cath and Deluca work to recognize these kinds of protest as arguments that 

have greater access to the public through television as opposed to more for-

mal, traditional contexts for debate. Galia yanoshevsky, however, argues that 

“the picture of image events” as they really occur “is more complex than 

the one depicted by Delicath and Deluca.”42 as she points out, the image 

event also speaks to the power of media to spread, constrain, and even cre-

ate “simulated images” by reframing other types of photographs or footage. 

she further questions the extent to which new arguments are possible in a 

context where certain images become recognizable as stereotypes of protest, 

such as a man standing in protest before a machine. yanoshevsky’s attempt 

to update the term is useful and, as i see it, relevant to the Debordian notion 

of the spectacle that i have been forwarding in that it breaks the tidy separa-

tion between spectacle and image event present in Delicath and Deluca’s 

theory and accounts for the process of dissemination.

as the opposition has continued to rely on protests, the most troubling 

ways that maduro’s government has held onto power involve violence 

against protestors and journalists and the taking of political prisoners like 

Leopoldo Lopez, who was in prison or under house arrest for organizing 
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protests in 2014 that turned violent. after the opposition gained control 

of the legislature in 2015, maduro called for the election of a new congres-

sional body to bypass the one controlled by the opposition, a move that 

sparked protest.43 as a result, angry protests led to violent altercations with 

the national Guard and police. and during the time in which this chapter 

was revised, the opposition, in an effort to challenge maduro’s move to 

bypass them and control elections, forwarded the president of the national 

assembly, Juan Guaidó, as the interim president, with recognition com-

ing quickly from the United states and numerous other countries in the 

region. During this time, however, maduro has not yielded, leading to con-

tinued increasing inflation. Guaidó’s attempts to usher in regime change 

through protest have largely proven ineffective, and the United states has 

proposed a transitional government that would involve both men stepping 

aside. still, maduro continues efforts to consolidate power despite pressure 

and sanctions from abroad, even recently taking over control of opposition 

political parties.44 

Representation of the crisis Under maduro

With such polarized positions, battled over in the streets and in the media, 

the Venezuelan government has attempted to manage media representations 

by being less friendly to opposition and foreign journalism. in the aftermath 

of the coup attempt in 2002, chávez blamed the media and especially tele-

vision stations, calling them a “laboratory of lies” without which the coup 

would not have been able to take place.45 it was no secret that private televi-

sion stations had wealthy owners who opposed chávez. since then, however, 

the Venezuelan government has greatly expanded its own media offerings 

and control, going as far as to refuse to renew the license of Radio caracas 

television (RctV) in 2007. By such actions, the government has aimed at 

“media hegemony” by expanding its media production, putting much more 

pressure on outlets deemed critical of the government, and reducing cover-

age of the crisis. maduro has even called investigative journalism about food 

shortages “war propaganda.”46 since taking over, maduro has clearly seen 

much of his battle as taking place in the media, announcing in 2013 that he 

would do battle in social media against those who oppose him.47 Promotional 

videos on maduro’s webpage speak openly about encouraging supporters to 

join the “communication battle in social media” (batalla	comunicacional	en	

las	redes	sociales).48 Denied foreign currency required to buy imported paper, 
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traditional print sources have had to reduce circulation, moving much of 

the negative reporting to independent sources leveraging social media.49 the 

government has also occluded facts by refraining from publishing negative 

statistics and reports.50

the state crackdown on journalists has suppressed critical representation. 

at the same time, elements of the opposition continue to turn to social media 

to spread criticism of the government. in recent years some journalists have 

been imprisoned, intimidated, and robbed of equipment.51 the government 

has also denied visas to some foreign reporters. in an interview, nick casey 

of the New	 York	 Times details the way the government refused interviews 

with the press and eventually barred him from entering the country after the 

paper covered the poor conditions people were living in and the sorry state 

of health facilities. according to casey, no one working for the Times	had had 

access to a visa since he was barred from entering in 2016.52 as casey points 

out, local journalists face an even grimmer situation. for example, Braulio 

Jatar was arrested for publishing a video of hungry Venezuelans banging 

pots and pans while chasing President maduro.

the government’s lack of transparency has not quelled concern over the 

crisis, and its silence on some issues has shaped the way the crisis is rep-

resented by Western media outlets. australian foreign correspondent eric 

campbell and producer matt Davis, for example, clandestinely visited to 

report on the crisis in Venezuela, smuggling cameras into the country and 

posing as tourists to sidestep government suppression of foreign journal-

ists while filming	 Post-	Chavez	 Venezuela	 Has	 Become	 a	 Failed	 State.53 the 

documentary shows the difficulties faced by those trying to get their hands 

on everyday necessities with money that is “worth less than the paper it’s 

printed on.” Venezuela has “more oil than saudi arabia,” they say, but the 

populist government “has blown the lot.” interviewing individuals in the 

poorest sectors of caracas who live at the top of the city’s hills, they reveal a 

disillusioned demographic, some of whom were faithful to chávez but have 

found little inspiring in either maduro or the opposition. in addition, they 

interview opposition protesters and leaders, including maria corina mach-

ado, who argue that their cause is for all of Venezuela, not just the wealthy. 

a shocking part of the documentary includes an interview with well- armed, 

masked gang members who participate in organized crime with apparent 

impunity. When asked if they must worry about the police, the young leader 

says that he has good contacts, hinting at corrupt law enforcement. campbell 

places the blame squarely on the lingering effects of the Bolivarian revolu-

tion: “chávez destroyed the market economy, leaving the country entirely 



sPeCtACulAr Crisis  207

dependent on oil.” Later they observe, “and that is Venezuela’s conundrum: 

people clinging to a dream as it becomes a nightmare.” he sardonically 

concludes, “the revolution really is creating a more equal society in which 

almost everyone is poor.” after interviewing a Venezuelan historian about 

the dangers of populism, campbell draws a broader conclusion: “having 

chosen a populist savior, Venezuelans are finding it impossible to shake his 

legacy, and some say it’s a warning to the world.”

the crisis narrative in Venezuela has been commonplace, as are argu-

ments that place the blame on socialism. for example, in 2014, Juan carlos 

hidalgo wrote an opinion piece titled “how socialism has Destroyed Ven-

ezuela,” declaring that “socialism has turned Venezuela into an authoritarian 

basket case that thousands try to escape every year,” and warning that the 

worst was still to come.54 tom Worstall, in July 2016, blamed the shortages 

on the government’s meddling with food pricing, declaring that “the price 

system works.”55 news outlets have reported the increasingly dire nature of 

the crisis, sometimes in apocalyptic terms depicting imminent disaster or 

collapse. many reports since maduro’s tenure began to paint a lurid picture 

of a failed state, particularly in opinion pieces. for example, as early as 2014, 

moisés naím, former minister of trade and industry, declared Venezuela a 

tragedy, calling it “the world champion of inflation, homicide, insecurity, and 

shortages of essential goods.”56 Raúl stolk writing in 2016 describes Ven-

ezuela as a “starvation state” presided over by an inept maduro refusing to 

solve the country’s problems. the government fails to fix the situation, he 

concludes, “because they can’t. and the reason is part incompetence, part 

thuggery, and a big part, the dead man himself, chávez.”57 in 2016, The	

Atlantic	featured a piece titled “Venezuela is falling apart,” by moisés naím 

and francisco toro, which discussed the “anatomy of a collapse,” pointing to 

government corruption. Venezuela’s “garish implosion,” the authors argue, 

preceded falling oil prices and can be blamed on chavismo and its propen-

sity for mismanagement and corruption, often in the form of business regu-

lations and fixed prices that make it difficult to do business.58

the commonplace narrative that blames socialism alone for the cur-

rent economic crisis, however, oversimplifies the way spectacle logics work 

to impose themselves globally.59 the opposition, the government, media 

sources both sympathetic and critical—all can contain elements of the rheto-

ric of the spectacle. Because of this, coverage of the crisis is also not the same 

as the colloquial “media circus” offering oversized coverage to a minor event. 

instead, the framing of the crisis from opposing media sources frequently 

serves to reinforce spectacle logics from differing perspectives.
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crisis and the spectacle

the winner of the 2018 World Press Photo contest was “Venezuela crisis,” 

a profile view of a young male protestor wearing a gas mask, running from 

an explosion, his body engulfed in flames. the image was taken in 2017 by 

Venezuelan photographer Ronaldo schemidt, working for agence france- 

Presse, who captured a moment when a motorcycle gas tank exploded during 

a protest, catching the young man, who escaped with his life, on fire.60 many 

images of protests since maduro took office have been equally striking, with 

molotov cocktails exploding, tear gas, and clouds of smoke. Photographs and 

video depict the young people facing off against police lines, tanks, and fire-

trucks. Because of the use of tear gas to suppress the protestors, many have 

taken to wearing gas masks or wrapping their t- shirts around their faces to 

help them breathe and to hide their identity. since the government worked 

to suppress images of the protests, many relied on social media to spread 

them. With the protest in 2014, sources such as cnn vetted images submit-

ted to them since supporters of maduro claimed photo manipulation.61 But 

the image of the protestor on fire is certainly arresting. the Washington	Post 

described it as “spine- tingling,” and the jury chair for the photo contest said 

it produced in her “an instantaneous emotion.”62 the image is clearly an 

emotional one. at the same time, its close- cropped nature reveals little of its 

context: a graffitied brick wall in the background, a closed store front catch-

ing fire. Devoid of context, the image is visually striking but does not tell its 

own story. could the protestor be a criminal, as the Venezuelan government 

might claim? the state- funded, pro- government news source telesUR pro-

duced its own infographic of the 124 deaths associated with the protests by 

august 2017, color- coding and dividing them into chavistas, bystanders, 

those shot by various law- enforcement entities, and those still being investi-

gated. thirteen of the individuals, colored in black, they claim, were “killed 

during looting.”63 it is noteworthy that, in this infographic, the government 

highlights looting, an obvious violation of the commodity system.

Recently, the opposition attempted to stage an image event in which the 

self- proclaimed interim president Juan Guaidó planned to bring truckloads 

of humanitarian aid into the country at the border with colombia. the move 

aimed to put maduro in the position of either being outdone by the opposi-

tion in taking care of Venezuelans or of refusing to allow his people access 

to life- saving aid. the result was unbelievable: the military blocked and 

set fire to the trucks transporting the aid materials, a story quickly picked 

up by international news and by the Us government. Vice President mike 
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Pence tweeted that while “the tyrant danced” at a celebration in caracas, his 

“henchmen murdered civilians & burned food & medicine.”64 however, the 

New	York	Times	 later issued a story, sharing video that shows it was likely 

that the conflagration was caused by a flaming rag that fell from a molotov 

cocktail lobbed by a protestor, not by the soldiers.65 the speed with which the 

story had spread suggests a predisposition to accept a certain illogic in the 

Venezuelan government from the perspective of spectacle commodity.

and consumption is a conspicuous part of documenting the crisis. those 

pointing to crisis and those denying its cruelest aspects both rely on normal 

attitudes toward commodity in the society of the spectacle for their appeals. 

the spectacle, as engaged by state media, presents Venezuelans appear-

ing to have access to commodity. Government propaganda surrounding 

cLaP (a government program for supplying and producing food through 

local organizations) shows images of cheerful Venezuelans distributing 

produce to one another, reminiscent of community- supported agriculture 

programs.66 according to some reports, however, the program merely redis-

tributes imported and purchased dry goods like flour, rice, and sugar from 

companies inside and outside of Venezuela.67 telesUR, which began creat-

ing english- language news content on the web in 2014 and by broadcast 

in 2015, launched a series called Empire	Files, hosted by abby martin, a for-

mer host of Breaking	the	Set	from Rt (a state- funded Russian network). in 

an episode published just three weeks before the July 30, 2017, vote that 

maduro called to replace the national assembly, martin attacks the main 

claims of the opposition.68 touring a few supermarkets, she shows shelves 

almost completely stocked but admits that some items like toilet paper could 

not be found, a fact she blames entirely on opposition businessmen whom 

she curiously also blames for causing inflation by tracking the price of the 

dollar. even in this way, both sides accuse the other of disrupting the logic of 

spectacle and commodity.

images of empty refrigerators and the sparse supermarket shelves appear-

ing in other reportage, however, have become a trope to signal a crisis of 

spectacle itself. in other words, the appearance of supposed ruptures in the 

spectacle become part of the rhetoric that enacts and reinforces the logic of 

the spectacle. as a representative example from state- funded media from 

the United states, consider the following headline from Voice of america in 

may 2017: “Venezuela full of strife with empty Refrigerators.”69 the article 

is accompanied by a simulated rendering of a point- of- view image looking 

out of an empty fridge at the colors of the Venezuelan flag, as if asking the 

viewer to see Venezuela from the perspective of the absent commodity. an 
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individual quoted in the article claims that soon Venezuelans will “eat what-

ever we see.” if the full supermarket shelf presented by pro- government 

sources plays a role in the spectacle’s emphasis on appearing to have, then 

the opposition’s signaling of empty shelves and refrigerators attempts to dis-

rupt that narrative as proof of crisis and the need for intervention.

the idea of indiscriminate hunger signals a rupture of the commodity 

system. the crisis becomes a crisis when it appears as a threat to the spec-

tacle itself; however, rather than actually improve situations, most often such 

images and ideas simply reinforce one group’s adherence to the spectacle in 

the assurance that their system is correct. such is the function of recent arti-

cles depicting Venezuelans scavenging for food in the trash, for example.70 

headlines, largely from international sources, continue to focus on such 

topics: “in Venezuela, they Were teachers and Doctors: to Buy food, they 

Became Prostitutes”71 or “Venezuelans eating Dogs, Zoo animals as econ-

omy collapses”72 or “in Venezuela, hungry child Gangs Use machetes to 

fight for ‘Quality’ Garbage.”73 these reports represent the crisis in Venezu-

ela from its most extreme outcomes. such reportage has the potential to rely 

on stereotypes and presumptions. at its worst, even serious reportage often 

takes part in the representation of crisis as spectacle for Western consump-

tion. the fact is ridiculed in a parody from the sketch comedy television 

program Portlandia in which devoted nPR listeners hold a tailgating party 

outside of the Prairie	Home	Companion live show.74 During a montage, mal-

com (played by fred armisen, whose mother is Venezuelan) and his friends 

listen to nPR news bites as if they were listening to sports radio announcers. 

as an nPR reporter discusses the bankruptcy of Brazilian billionaire eike 

Batista and a bleak economic future for Brazil, malcom shakes his head, 

lamenting “Wow, it’s south america. . . . that will never change.” What this 

sketch gets right in its ironic presentation is the tendency of news media to 

provide narratives that fit a sense of never- ending south american struggle 

and crisis as a foil for Us economic stability. in this way, ever more extreme 

accounts of penury or of dictatorial abuses do not disrupt expectations but 

rather solidify the logic that produces them. and yet, in the case of Venezu-

ela, the actions of maduro’s government and the gravity of people’s suffering 

no doubt make such narratives seem like the most obvious choice for report-

ers—to wit, a rash of headlines like “Let them eat Rabbit” in response mad-

uro’s so- called plan	conejo aimed at reducing hunger by getting Venezuelans 

to see rabbits as food commodities rather than pets.75 in this case, however, 

reporters can be forgiven for grasping at such low- hanging fruit; maduro 

and his staff themselves laughed on camera when discussing the proposal.76
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maduro’s Prolonged crisis

many images of maduro have emerged during coverage of the crisis: the 

cruel dictator oblivious to his people’s plight, a delusional leader caricatured 

as being guided by a little bird with the head of chávez, and more recently 

a reincarnation of past dictators, particularly stalin, to whom even maduro, 

with his mustache, has admitted he bears a passing resemblance. though 

support for maduro seems to have waned, some intellectuals still defend 

the revolution. George ciccariello- maher, for example, suggests that “rather 

than abandon the Bolivarian Process by echoing mainstream denunciations 

of the government of nicolás maduro as undemocratic, repressive, and even 

authoritarian, it is precisely in this most difficult of moments that revolution-

aries must think clearly and carry the fight forward.”77 ciccariello- maher, a 

professor of political science and expert on chavismo, says that the opposi-

tion party cannot claim “any great popular legitimacy.” he also blames the 

perception of the Venezuelan crisis on the mainstream media: “the inter-

national media has played its role, framing the question as simply a mat-

ter of time: when will the democratically elected and legitimate president 

step down?”78 ciccariello- maher claims, “the situation that prevails is not 

the result of too much socialism, but too little, and any path that attempts to 

split the difference between socialism and capitalism will endure the worst 

of both worlds.”79 the idea of increasing socialism seems counterintuitive 

to the logic of most media framing of the conflict, but it could also refer 

to an increase in the bottom- up efforts and labor organizing in Venezu-

ela’s communal counsels and communes, rather than official government 

action, which has sometimes supported but sometimes co- opted grassroots 

efforts, elements that are often overlooked in the international press.80 other 

scholars have voiced criticisms of maduro, citing concerns over human 

rights violations. in april 2017, the leadership of the Latin american stud-

ies association (Lasa) issued a statement expressing concern over Venezu-

ela’s supreme tribunal of Justice’s decision to invalidate the democratically 

elected national assembly and urging the leaders of Venezuela to respect the 

constitution and release political prisoners.81 a subsequent open letter from 

Lasa members, however, took issue with the statement and dismissed it as 

“highly misleading” because it offered no criticism of the opposition and fur-

thered the opposition narrative about political prisoners, arguments the let-

ter referred to as the “cold War framing” one might expect “from fox news 

or the New	York	Times.”82 Political scientists Barry cannon and John Brown, 

in reviewing activity in the country in 2016, concluded that Venezuela’s crisis 
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has resulted from the tactics of both the government and the opposition.83 

they see a government whose “actions have done little to alleviate and much 

to aggravate” the problem, combined with an opposition that has primarily 

sought destabilization by seeking the president’s removal rather than bring-

ing policy changes that could be agreed on by both sides.

Defending maduro’s government from accusations of human rights viola-

tions appears more difficult at this point. in august 2017, the United nations 

issued a report on human rights violations in Venezuela, with the Un high 

commissioner declaring that democracy in Venezuela was “barely alive, if 

still alive.”84 similarly, freedom house has ranked Venezuela as “not free” in 

its “freedom in the World” and “freedom of the Press” 2017 reports.85 in its 

“World Report, 2017,” human Rights Watch cited a number of grave issues 

in Venezuela, including the jailing of political opponents, violent crackdown 

on protests, tortured confessions from protestors, and extrajudicial killings 

and disappearances.86 the report also cited political discrimination in govern-

ment jobs and in food distribution as a concern, as well as the ongoing short-

ages of food and medicine. in a 2016 documentary produced by human 

Rights Watch and embedded in the report, footage and interviews show the 

long lines in which people wait for food and the dire situation of those suf-

fering from acute and chronic conditions without access to medicine. the 

documentary also includes brief interviews of individuals detained for pro-

testing and health professionals who have lost their jobs for voicing concerns 

about medical conditions.87 the americas director for human Rights Watch, 

José miguel Vivanco, closes by encouraging international actors to pressure 

maduro to address the crisis and stop repressing political opponents. in a 

follow- up video to accompany its 2018 report, human Rights Watch con-

cluded that there was sufficient evidence to suggest systematic oppression of 

political opponents and even torture, crimes for which, Vivanco suggests in 

the video, perpetrators should be brought to justice.88 human Rights Watch’s 

position on Venezuela under chávez was controversial in 2008, but these 

criticisms increasingly appear justified.89

While the economy of Venezuela has continued to falter, plagued by 

inflation, these arguments against maduro have still not cost him his presi-

dency. Despite the claims in 2019 of an interim president recognized by the 

United states, maduro remains in control. after an april 30, 2019, upris-

ing that failed to materialize as planned, mauricio claver- carone, senior 

director of the White house national security council, described maduro as 

backed into a corner, paranoid, weak, and unable to run his country.90 such 

a description is reminiscent of a political cartoon published early in 2019 in 
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We’re	Magazine featuring a cowering maduro, sweating in fear before a little 

blue bird with trump’s head, his combover drawn like an exaggerated beak, 

saying “i’m going to remove you” (Te	voy	a	quitar).91 the repeated spectacle 

image of maduro in crisis has so far proved ineffective in actually produc-

ing the end of his leadership. as nicholas casey argues, although “maduro 

appears in constant crisis,” the “portrait of vulnerability” that often appears 

in the media may miss the fact that maduro is empowered by the crisis.92 

such an observation invites rhetoricians to consider both the accuracy and 

effects of framing even corrupt leaders as constantly in crisis, especially 

when such narratives reinforce a logic of the spectacle.

conclusion: Looking for something else

my aim in describing the logic and image of the spectacle is not to critique 

concern over either the plight of Venezuelans or scarcity. Rather, my main 

point is to critique the way the logic behind the narrative distances the cri-

sis, denying the human effects in ways that simply affirm one logic of the 

spectacle. such a perspective is insufficient, not least because it attempts to 

localize the problem and its actors. the Venezuelan crisis has spilled out 

of its borders as refugees have sought opportunities elsewhere. While it 

is no secret that, initially, many from the wealthy and middle classes fled 

chavismo, since maduro has taken power, “a second diaspora is under-

way—much less wealthy and not nearly as welcome.”93 tomás Paez, who has 

studied the exodus of Venezuelans to numerous countries around the globe, 

writing in 2015, suggested that increasingly those who had emigrated within 

the previous six years cited political and economic factors in their decision.94 

at that time, he placed 2015 estimates of Venezuelans living abroad as high 

as 1.2 million, an exponential increase since the beginning of chavismo.95 

this exodus has only increased, with estimates now at well over 4.5 million.96 

in many places, like Peru, educated Venezuelans from the middle class get 

by selling arepas in the streets, often because they do not have the papers 

that would allow them to be part of the formal economy.97 in a departure 

from mainstream narratives of the crisis, the photographer felipe Jácome 

has documented the lives of individuals crossing the border into colombia 

on foot, photographing them, and superimposing their image onto sheets 

of paper made from now worthless Venezuelan currency. these haunting 

images, almost spectral in their appearance, work as a palimpsest that dis-

rupts and points to the ongoing logic of the spectacle.98
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the staggering impact of such a diaspora means that many stories have 

yet to be told. even among my own acquaintances, i can count Venezuelans 

who have emigrated to Peru, ecuador, Panama, argentina, spain, colom-

bia, mexico, Brazil, and the United states. the Venezuelan band Desorden 

Público (Public Disorder), which has a history of political critique that pre-

dates chavismo, comments on the crisis in their 2016 album Bailando	sobre	

las	ruinas.99 their song “Los que se Quedan” asks after friends who have left 

the country to live in places as far flung as Panama, switzerland, argentina, 

colombia, and Japan, declaring that “someday they will return” (algún	día	

volverán). in “estoy Buscando algo en el caribe,” the lyrics proclaim, “i’m 

looking for something in the caribbean. i’m looking for something else.” 

they ask, “Why does the political regime matter? We are still Latin ameri-

cans even if they put up barriers because many things unite us. the crisis 

has no borders” (Que	importa	el	régimen	político	Democracia,	dictadura	o	social-

ismo.	Seguimos	siendo	latinoamericanos	aunque	sigan	poniendo	barreras	porque	

muchas	cosas	nos	unen.	La	crisis	no	tiene	fronteras). this identification as Latin 

american rather than just Venezuelan resists the caricature of Venezuela as 

a country in crisis.

Reducing a country and its citizens to a simplistic narrative based on 

their access to commodity reinforces the logic of the spectacle itself, which 

plays a role in the rhetoric of democracy. in the case of the spectacle image, 

the distinction between traditional spectacle and the image event appears 

to be blurred now in that both can proliferate and reinforce the logic of 

the spectacle. in the image- mediated spectacle, representation supersedes 

and inscribes itself on daily reality, its logics difficult to avoid. for this rea-

son, media reportage should focus not only on sensational claims but on 

the human beings involved in crises. certainly, narratives of crisis should 

be critiqued when the underlying logic is that the greatest victim of such a 

crisis is the market system itself. Likewise, narratives of crisis used to jus-

tify interventions and interference should also be thoroughly questioned. 

Despite the competing logics of the spectacle, the way out of the persistent 

problems faced by Venezuelans must be otherwise, between defense of the 

state made by propagandists and the opposition- fueled narrative of penury. 

Venezuela needs narratives that can unite the country politically and resist 

facile representations.
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.com  /commentisfree  /2017  /apr  /17  /stop  -  swooning  -  justin  -  trudeau  -  man  -  disaster  -  planet; 
and alan freeman, “canadians’ Love affair with Justin trudeau is over,” Washington	
Post, march 29, 2018, https://   www  .washingtonpost  .com  /news  /worldviews  /wp  /2018  /03  
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-  and  -  democracy. for more on the growth of partisanship among citizens in the United 
states, see Lilliana mason, Uncivil	Agreement:	How	Politics	Became	Our	Identity (chicago: 
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 1. for example, see Ralph cintrón, “Democracy and its Limitations,” in The	
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 2. cintrón, “Democracy and its Limitations,” 100.
 3. ibid., 100.
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an ecological Perspective of tropes,” in Tracing	 Rhetoric	 and	 Material	 Life:	 Ecological	
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D. mignolo, “epistemic Disobedience, independent thought and Decolonial freedom,” 
Theory,	Culture	and	Society 26, nos. 7–8 (2009): 159–81; and aníbal Quijano, “coloniality 
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 55. Gabriela Raquel Ríos, “mestizaje,” in Decolonizing	 Rhetoric	 and	 Composition	
Studies:	New	Latinx	Keywords	for	Theory	and	Pedagogy, ed. iris D. Ruiz and Raúl sanchéz 
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http://   enculturation  .net  /our  -  story  -  begins  -  here; eve tuck and Wayne K. yang, “Deco-
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 1. alberto moreiras, The	Exhaustion	of	Difference:	The	Politics	of	Latin	American	Cul-
tural	Studies (Durham, nc: Duke University Press, 2001), 135. in these pages i engage 
this question at the register of Latinamericanism, which moreiras defines as “the set or 
sum total of engaged representations providing a viable knowledge of the Latin american 
object of enunciation” (32). although my analysis covers the engaged representations 
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of Latin america produced in the field of Us- american scholarship (by Us- american 
authors), i contend, following moreiras, that the location from which one produces 
critical reflection does not formally determine what can be said or thought about Latin 
america. By Latinamericanism, i refer to any study that takes Latin america as an object 
of study, regardless of location. i make no distinction, in other words, between Latin 
americans and Us- americans studying the object of Latin america.
 2. Walter mignolo, “Delinking: the Rhetoric of modernity, the Logic of coloniality, 
and the Grammar of De- coloniality,” Cultural	Studies	21, no. 2 (2007): 449–514.
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Americas:	3114	BCE	to	2012	CE, ed. Damián Baca and Victor Villanueva (new york: Pal-
grave macmillan, 2010), ix.
 5. ibid., 3; Damián Baca, Mestiz@	Scripts:	Digital	Migrations	and	the	Territories	of	
Writing (new york: Palgrave macmillan, 2008), 3.
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 8. José manuel cortez, “of exterior and exception: Latin american Rhetoric, sub-
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 14. ibid., 5.
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nesota Press, 2000), 183.
 17. Pérez, Decolonial	Imaginary, 25.
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and presupposes the foundational exclusion of yet another part of the social text: the 
unrepresentable alterity of blackness.
 19. ibid., 26.
 20. Gareth Williams, The	Other	Side	of	the	Popular:	Neoliberalism	and	Subalternity	in	
Latin	America (Durham, nc: Duke University Press, 2002), 30–32.
 21. moreiras, Exhaustion	of	Difference, 32.
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ies (minneapolis: University of minnesota, 2003); sandoval, Methodology	of	the	Oppressed; 
and Williams, Other	Side	of	the	Popular.
 23. moreiras, Exhaustion	of	Difference, 20.
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is based on nature, no divine law regulates human society” (Disagreement:	Politics	and	
Philosophy, trans. Julie Rose [minneapolis: University of minnesota Press, 1999], 16). if 
“sheer contingency,” or a lack of grounding in divine law, is the first and primary condi-
tion of possibility for any social order, then hegemony is the name for a mode of power 
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culating “the lie that invents some kind of social nature in order to provide community 
with an arkhê” (16).
 26. Williams, Other	Side	of	the	Popular.
 27. ibid., 1.
 28. ibid., 8.
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nizacional,” Opción 76 (2015): 117–40.
 26. federico de la Riva, “entrevista a Baldetti en Radio sonora,” youtube, uploaded 
may 11, 2015, https://   www  .youtube  .com  /watch  ?v  =       ni5gQon2ons. original voices are in 
spanish, the native Guatemalan language. all english translations were performed by 
the author of this chapter.
 27. canal antigua, “a las 7am: entrevista completa sobre reacción ciudadana ante 
corrupción en el congreso,” youtube, uploaded august 14, 2015, https://   www  .youtube  
.com  /watch  ?v  =       9crrm  -  mxK5a.
 28. ibid.
 29. Producción audiovisual, “03 09 15 sn, entrevista con el Presidente República 
otto Pérez molina con relación a su renuncia,” youtube, uploaded september 3, 2015, 
https://   www  .youtube  .com  /watch  ?v  =       rozm9eqcac4.
 30. Producción audiovisual, “23 08 15 n7, mensaje a la nación del Presidente otto 
Pérez molina,” youtube, uploaded august 23, 2015, https://   www  .youtube  .com  /watch  ?v  
=       htmgrsk66fc.
 31. ibid.
 32. Jonathan Potter, Representing	Reality:	Discourse,	Rhetoric	and	Social	Construction 
(London: sage, 1996).
 33. De la Riva, “entrevista a Baldetti en Radio sonora.”
 34. Producción audiovisual, “03 09 15 sn, entrevista con el Presidente República 
otto Pérez molina.”
 35. canal antigua, “a las 8:45: entrevista completa sobre el aspecto filosófico y ético 
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 1. the concept of feminicidio (feminicide) was coined and theorized initially by Dr. 
Julia monárrez, a local feminist researcher, after the murders in ciudad Juárez. accord-
ingly, it is not a parallel to homicide, as in femicide. it expands on the notion of femicide, 
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the 1970s. in my late thirties, i went back to graduate school and obtained my master’s 
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and communication (new mexico state University in Las cruces) in the United states.  
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neocolonial country.
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gedia y el feminicidio en ciudad Juárez,” in Rhetoric	in	South	America, ed. alejandra 
Vitale and Joseph- Philippe (cape town: africaRhetoric, 2013), 19–31; clara e. Rojas, 
“Voces que silencian y silencios que enuncian,” Nóesis:	Revista	de	Ciencias	Sociales	y	
Humanidades 15 (2005): 15–32; Julia monárrez, Trama	 de	 una	 injusticia:	 Feminicidio	
sexual	sistémico	en	Ciudad	Juárez	(tijuana: el colef, miguel Ángel Porrúa, 2009); mar-
tha estela Pérez, Luchas	de	arena:	Las	mujeres	en	Ciudad	Juárez (Juárez: Publicaciones 
UacJ, 2011); Rita sagato, La	escritura	en	el	cuerpo	de	las	mujeres	asesinadas	en	Ciudad	
Juárez	 territorio,	 soberanía	y	crímenes	de	 segundo	estado (mexico city: Universidad del 
claustro de sor Juana, 2006); melissa W. Wright, Disposable	Women	and	Other	Myths	of	
Global	Capitalism (new york: Routledge, 2006); and melissa W. Wright, “the Paradox 
of Protests: the mujeres de negro of northern mexico,” Gender,	Place	and	Culture	12 
(2005): 277–92.
 4. i understand agonism, within contemporary rhetorical theory, as an intrinsic 
characteristic of public or political rhetoric, especially in social protests or confronta-
tions. for more on agonism,	see Kenneth Burke, Grammar	of	Motives	(1945; repr., Berke-
ley: University of california Press, 1969), xv–xxiii; and Robert a. cathcart, “movements: 
confrontation as Rhetorical form,” in Readings	 on	 the	 Rhetoric	 of	 Social	 Protest, ed. 
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Method (Berkeley: University of california Press, 1966).
 6. Rojas, “Rhetoric of Dismissal,” 4.
 7. most of the local activists had a long experience in community- based activism. 
they have a close- knit network with low- income women in the community.
 8. Juarense grassroots women activists were always present in the public protests, 
close to the victims’ mothers, but they did not make the calls or become part of the orga-
nizing feminist group. on the contrary, they distanced themselves from the feminist 
group making the calls. the public events were organized by the Grupo feminista 8 de 
marzo (march 8 feminist Group), who were from the capital city of chihuahua. this 
group had several participants in ciudad Juárez, among them the main voice, esther 
chavez cano. most of them occupied a professional middle- class position, mainly teach-
ers and lawyers, and had a long history as feminist activists in the capital. this group can 
be described within what is known in the United states as liberal or reformist feminists; 
at that point they did not recognize the importance of difference among women, in 
terms of location, experience, and epistemology.
 9. see the instituto municipal de las mujeres facebook page at https://   www  .face 
book  .com  /mujerJuarense.
 10. i use their real names because they agreed to let me do so, and because i hope 
this text foregrounds the potential of intentionally opening rhetorical spaces for those 
whose voice and knowledge has been dismissed as unimportant. Plus, they are currently 
public figures, so i can share their public facebook links. they grew up in different 
barrios and participated in different ceBs. they met in casa Promoción Juvenil (youth 
Promotion and advising center), in 2001, where they worked as social promoters with 
low- income youth. Verónica was born in Juárez. she is currently forty- seven years old, 
divorced, and has two daughters (fifteen and nineteen years old). Verónica was part of 
the founders of the nonprofit civil association casa Promoción Juvenil ac (youth Pro-
motion and advising center). she has dedicated the last ten years to learning, teaching, 
and promoting art and cultural activities in low- income communities. sandra was about 
to continue her bachelor’s degree in graphic design when she was invited to be director 
of the Women’s municipal institute of ciudad Juárez, where she was born. she is cur-
rently forty- one years old. she is a single mother of two daughters (twelve and fifteen 
years old). she is currently a senior studying psychology at the Universidad autónoma 
de ciudad Juárez (UacJ).
 11. for the past fifteen years, Verónica and sandra, as well as several other local 
activists, have attended multiple workshops related to gender, power, and public pol-
icy. among these, i have taught several on rhetorical agency as it relates to gender and 
power. so, they have an idea of how to make sense of their rhetorical agency.
 12. Gayatri chakravorty spivak, The	Spivak	Reader:	Selected	Works	of	Gayatri	Chakra-
vorty	Spivak, ed. Donna Landry and Gerald macLean (new york: Routledge, 1996), 292.
 13. see Jan svennevig, “abduction as a methodological approach to spoken inter-
action,” NORskrift (2001): 3–22. 
 14. my account of activists’ rhetorical agency formation is informed by an ongoing 
conversation and series of interviews since 2008, when i began a register of talks with 
several grassroots local women as part of a personal book project, in process, tentatively 
titled La	 genealogía	 de	 la	 conciencia	 feminista	 en	 Ciudad	 Juárez (the Genealogy of the 
feminist consciousness in ciudad Juárez). this project is also part of a wider collective 
project titled “Prácticas culturales y emancipación de la lengua,” coordinated by Dr. Ros-
sana cassigoli, from the Universidad autónoma de méxico. in this case, i focus on my 
conversations with Verónica and sandra because their current political position gave me 
the opportunity to locate what i believe is a visible outcome of their struggle to construct 
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their rhetorical agency. i conducted recent interviews with Verónica and sandra, during 
2017, specifically for this chapter.
 15. for an initial local academic account of the murders, see martha e. Pérez and 
héctor Padilla, “interpretaciones locales sobre la violencia en contra de las mujeres en 
ciudad Juárez,” Revista	de	Estudios	de	Género	a	Ventana 15 (2002): 195–230.
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other civil associations in Juárez appealed to the federal government and were able to 
produce and position the Juárez agenda.
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toral research (2001–4), thus my questions are informed registers. i revisit these regis-
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point in time, i knew something was happening, but i focused my doctoral research on 
the rhetoric of the women’s public protests as the most salient events of the femicide 
crisis. in the deliberations within this assembly, i witnessed and documented the emer-
gence of what at that point in time i thought was a feminist consciousness among local 
grassroots women activists.
 18. i intentionally use the concept of civil society as it is commonly employed in 
ciudad Juárez, in mexico, and Latin america to refer to issues of governance and citi-
zenship, as these relate to the civil society associations’ demands for justice vis- à- vis the 
state. in this sense, i understand civil society or civil space as it refers to “the people.” 
the “public sphere”—in Jürgen habermas’s terms—is commonly used as a theoretical 
approach in political science. the concept of the public sphere, as a limited approach 
to understand the complexity of multiple public deliberations, has for long been ques-
tioned by feminist critical thinkers such as nancy fraser. for more on this see Jean L. 
cohen and andrew arato,	Civil	Society	and	Political	Theory (cambridge, ma: mit Press, 
1994); and nancy fraser, “Rethinking the Public sphere: a contribution to the critique 
of actually existing Democracy,” Social	Text, nos. 25–26 (1990): 56–80.
 19. Lorraine code, Rhetorical	Spaces:	Essays	on	Gendered	Locations (new york: Rout-
ledge, 1995), ix.
 20. ibid., x.
 21. Pinole refers to finely ground dried corn with added sugar, which is usually dis-
solved in water or milk, but it is also eaten without any liquid.
 22. Barbara Biesecker, “Rethinking the Rhetorical situation from Within the the-
matic of Différance,” Philosophy	and	Rhetoric 22 (1989): 110–30.
 23. Larry Grossberg, “identity and cultural studies: is that all there is?” in Ques-
tions	of	Cultural	Identity, ed. stuart hall and Paul Du Gay (London: sage, 1996), 99.
 24. Karlyn Kohrs campbell, “agency: Promiscuous and Protean,” Communication/
Critical	Studies 2, no. 1 (march 2005): 1–19.
 25. ibid., 1–2.
 26. ibid., 5.
 27. Pierre Bourdieu, Language	and	Symbolic	Power, trans. Gino Raymond and mat-
thew adamson (malden, ma: Polity Press, 1991), 107.
 28. ibid.
 29. code, Rhetorical	Spaces, x.
 30. ibid., xi.
 31. i use represent for lack of a better word to refer to the translation process. i 
believe that whenever we translate, we are representing others, in another language. 
as we all know, we are born in language, so translation is never innocent. for instance, 



242   notes to PAges 133–145

spanish is a very emotional language; intonations, silences, and body language are an 
intrinsic part of speaking and understanding colloquial spanish. Unavoidably we lose 
a lot in translation, in this case i tried to be as precise as possible, to represent them 
through their experience as best i could. i consider this part of my text a context- based 
cultural translation, underlined by the power of language. i claim this, not only because 
i am writing for an english- speaking audience, but also because in many ways i have 
always occupied a privileged position as an insider in terms of social,	cultural	and	eco-
nomic	capital; in terms of race i am morena, or a dark-skinned mexican woman, which is 
always already a trope.
 32. for more on liberation theology, see Gustavo Gutiérrez, A	Theology	of	Liberation 
(London: scm Press, 1974).
 33. for more on ecclesial- based communities in ciudad Juárez, see alfredo Limas 
hernández, “memorias, fronteras y utopías: Paso del norte 1995: Proceso utópico en 
comunidades eclesiales de base, organización popular independiente y el Paso inter-
religious sponsoring organizations: ciudad Juárez- el Paso” (master’s thesis, instituto 
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 34. see http://   www  .casapromocionjuvenil  .org  /quienes  -  somos.
 35. see https://   www  .facebook  .com  /LaPromesaciudadJuarez / and https://   www  .face 
book  .com  /elarteyculturaesunderechohumano.
 36. in this particular case, i did consider the way social constructions of gender 
and class intersect with racial identities, because throughout our conversations Verónica 
and sandra refer mainly to class and gender structures, although they are aware that 
mexico is a profoundly racist country. Racist practices are recognized in mexico, but 
its theorization is still relegated to academia; it has not been openly discussed in civil 
deliberations. in the 2018 presidential election, racial insults were constantly manifested 
through social media; these are always overdetermined by class. see “estudio del inegi 
revela racismo en méxico,” El	Informador, June 20, 2017, https://   www  .informador  .mx  
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Leadership.”
 7. the constitutions of many Latin american countries require their citizens to 
vote. in argentina, those wishing not to choose among the available candidates may 



248   notes to PAges 181–185

return their ballot empty (a “blank vote”), include a statement of protest in their ballot 
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de cristina fernández de Kirchner, December 9, 2015, https://   www  .cfkargentina  .com  
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 34. mauricio macri was prosecuted in 2010 for illegal wiretapping while serving 
as chief of government of Buenos aires. the case, which was still unresolved when 
macri became president, was dismissed shortly afterward, on December 30, 2015. the 
dismissal was upheld several months later by the federal court.
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tity and Justice against forgetfulness and silence,” was formed in 1994 and is composed 
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