u

6

Soy Skin
Eduardo Molinari
Translated by Kathleen Connolly and Micah McKay

A Knife in the Washing Machine
The sword has its schools and its styles, the
knife is intuition, self-taught. . . . It is as much
an art of hand as of eye . . . The knife never
lends itself to sham battles, and very rarely is
it made a game of simple demonstration.

–Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, X-Ray of the Pampa

This essay is an attempt to delve deeper into certain elements arising from
an intense concern I developed in the context of my artistic/archival/pedagogical practice—the Walking Archives1—during a period of research with
artistic tools that I undertook between 2008 and 2010 related to an invitation I
received to join the project “The Potosí Principle: How can we sing the song
of the Lord in an alien land?”2 The central aim of the project, carried out in
the context of the 200th-anniversary celebrations of many South American
countries’ independence from Spain, was to establish the existence of two
facets to which said principle refers: 1) on the one hand, the “Potosí Principle” is thought of as the origin of a specific form of exploiting both nature and
human beings that was made possible by the discovery of the silver deposit in
the Cerro de Potosí (in what is now the Plurinational State of Bolivia) in the
middle of the sixteenth century; 2) on the other, it is the key mechanism or cog
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in the machinery of the accumulation of wealth and capital that can be traced
to specific historical periods and places. The challenge for the artist-investigators was to go searching for this mechanism in our contemporary moment.
I received the invitation in 2008, shortly after returning to my own country
following an almost-year-long stay in Germany. I felt that this experience had
given me just enough distance in order to be able to analyze some permanent
features that are unique to Argentina, especially those that unavoidably and historically recreate and repeat violent, cruel, and antidemocratic forms of dispute
for political and cultural hegemony. Regarding these forms of dispute—particularly following national independence, when what is at play is a country’s own
social and political model—the thinker Ezequiel Martínez Estrada signals the
relevance of the use of a specific tool in the imaginary configuration—and the
real configuration—of power relations. As a synthesis of the implements used
by man since his origin, through its duality as a domestic tool in times of peace
and its periodic use as a weapon, the knife imprints a special form of identity
on those who refine their skill in wielding it. An emblematic weapon, first for
the gaucho, then for the guapo or compadrito,3 “[b]ecause of its size, [the knife]
does not allow for third parties in the struggle” (Martínez Estrada 48). The knife
gives form to a hand-to-hand fight organized in sides and factions.

Figure 1. La riña. Eduardo Molinari, Archivo Caminante, 2000.
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In February of 2008, a conflict between the governing political power
and agribusiness management broke out as a result of the attempt by Cristina
Fernández de Kirchner’s government to establish a new set of rules on the limits
to grain exports. A few weeks after my return to Argentina, the political, social,
and media violence—both discursive and physical—made it sharply necessary
to take sides. For four months, the self-proclaimed “country people” blocked
roads and ports of entry, burned land, threw foodstuffs on the highways, and
provoked food shortages in cities. They hardened their rhetoric, which had always tried to identify “countryside” with “nation” in a bid to update the historical alliance between the traditional landholding oligarchy, the Church, and the
armed forces. The “farm strike” thus recreated ideological factions and imagery
that have a long tradition. It also lifted a veil, which subsequently allowed a
large part of Argentine society to understand the centrality of agribusiness to the
nation’s economic structure. Personally speaking, the lifting of this veil allowed
me to become aware of my own ignorance, as both an urban dweller and a visual artist, regarding the modes of production that gave rise to such violence. I
recognized the complete absence of bodily perceptions and images that would
have linked me in an experiential way to the tremendous changes that occurred
in the Argentine countryside. I knew nothing of the phenomenon of soyazation,
nor of the centrality of the combination “direct seeding + genetically modified
organisms + agrotoxins” as the foundation of the prevailing system of agribusiness since 1996.4
The following statistical information serves to give an account of the
magnitude of what is known as the phenomenon of the soyazation of Argentina, in which
the total area dedicated to agriculture (all crops) in the country, according
to official data from the Ministry of Agroindustry of the Nation, went
from 27 million hectares in 1970 to almost 40 million hectares in 2017. In
2017, the total amount of soy planted in Argentina was equal to the total
amount of crops planted in 1970 (27 million hectares). Additionally, of
the nearly 40 million cultivated hectares, 70% is planted with transgenic
crops (soy, corn, and cotton). (Rossi and Cabaleiro 15)
Argentina is the world’s third-leading exporter of soybeans (eight million tons during the 2014–2015 season) and the world’s leading exporter of
soybean oil and flour (4.5 million tons and 27.4 million tons, respectively,
during the same season). The business of agrotoxins, perversely known as
“phytosanitary products,” cleared a total of 2.951 billion dollars in 2014.
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But the Argentine Chamber of Agricultural Health and Fertilizers (CASAFE,
whose international members at the time included companies like Monsanto,
DuPont, BASF, Bayer, and so on) has not released official data on sales volumes or annual billing figures since 2012. It is possible, however, to make an
estimate based on information provided by collection centers for used drums
of glyphosate (although they only provide data on 33.6 percent of the containers that may return to the market). This information indicates that 13.2 million
twenty-liter containers are used annually, which allows for an estimated total
of 260 million liters of glyphosate that rain down every year on Argentine
soil. The complete figure is estimated at three hundred to four hundred million
liters (Sández 123).
Based on existing data (not the complete estimate), Dr. Medardo Avila
Vázquez, Coordinator of the Network of Fumigated Towns, surmises that this
dispersion of millions of liters of agrochemicals amounts to a potential exposure rate of 6.8 kl per Argentine per year. . . . At more than 6 kl of glyphosate
in the air we breathe, the water we drink, the dust carried by the wind that we
inhale, and a large portion of the food that we put on our families’ tables every
day, this rate of usage of glyphosate per person is the highest in the world.
(Rossi and Cabaleiro 7)
Another physician, Dr. Darío Gianfelici, explains the mechanism that
glyphosate unleashes in our bodies:

Glyphosate, formulated and sold as RoundUp, activates what is called
a checkpoint (control proteins). Each cell has two checkpoints that only
become activated when there is a problem with cellular division. In this
case, the disturbance is due to the fact that glyphosate interacts with the
cell’s DNA, which is how it acts as a carcinogen. Once the checkpoint is
activated, there are three possibilities: first, the cell could repair the DNA;
second, it could undergo apoptosis, or cellular suicide; or third, the cell
will not repair itself or die if the damaged gene is one that regulates the
checkpoint. This is how the process of cancer begins. (211)
During my most recent collaborative, transdisciplinary research project,
which was undertaken in preparation for the Walking Archives’ participation
in the series of performative conferences called “Territories in Conflict”5 that
the Teatro Nacional de Cervantes in Buenos Aires organized, I encountered
alarming data concerning land clearing in Argentina: in the last twenty-five

HIOL u Hispanic Issues On Line 24 u Fall 2019

MOLINARI u 121

years, more than eight million hectares have been cleared (an area the size of
the province of Entre Ríos). In 2009, a law was passed that regulated deforestation and required provinces to implement native forest land use planning
statutes. Between 2009 and 2014, a little more than two million hectares were
cleared, 600,000 of which were protected forest areas. In 2017 alone, the total
amount of land cleared in the provinces of Santiago del Estero, Chaco, Formosa, and Salta (where 80 percent of the country’s land clearing occurs) was
128,217 hectares, with almost half of the total (59,541 hectares) coming from
the destruction of protected forests. The primary cause of this land clearing is
the expansion of agricultural zones. The complicity between large landholders
and provincial governments is clear.6 And even more evident are the devastating effects of land clearing and fumigation on the health of the land, water,
plants, animals, and human beings.
I had a powerful thought: at the heart of the soy-world, the Potosí Principle was at work. I also recalled that project’s second hypothesis: the conquest,
evangelization, and pillaging of the original American cultures by the Spanish
Crown (among other agents of colonialism) was made possible in part by
the “industrial” and systematic production of images happening at the same
time on both sides of the Atlantic: paintings, engravings, and architectural
ornaments that combined to produce a visual imaginary at the service of the
colonial enterprise. The final nudge I needed to begin my research project
with artistic tools came precisely from an image. In this case, a photographic
image. In my search across social media for the effects of fumigation, I came
across an “old” newspaper article (from 2006), published in La Capital (Rosario, Santa Fé), that told of the existence of “child flags” (niños bandera) in
a place called Las Petacas. This is what farmers themselves called the ten-tofifteen-year-old children they used as living signposts to indicate the edges of
the fields where pilots were to dust crops with agrotoxins, mainly glyphosate.
The children performed this task without wearing any protective gear. The
photograph that was burned into my retinas was a portrait of one of them, who
resembled one of the victims from Hiroshima. For a year and a half, I worked
on my research, which included visits to archives and libraries, interviews,
and two trips to soy-growing regions—one to Rosario and San Lorenzo in the
province of Santa Fé, and another to Carlos Casares in the province of Buenos Aires. The end result was an installation and a publication titled The Soy
Children.7 Among its principle objectives—besides investigating the social,
work-related, medical, and environmental effects of the industrial model of
agriculture—was the analysis of the relationship between extractivism and
culture. This perspective suggested a number of questions: Were there certain
philosophical and aesthetic requirements for the imposition of extractivism
in Argentina? Or, on the contrary, is it the extractivist model that imposes a
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specific culture? Is there such a thing as a transgenic culture? What might its
main attributes be? An analysis of the contemporary conditions in which our
linguistic and visual imaginaries unfold is necessary in order to attempt to
move toward an answer to these questions.
We can certainly affirm that human beings possess the power or faculty of
language (or, better yet, in the plural, the ability to communicate in different
languages: gestural, corporal, sonorous, oral, verbal, written, visual languages). But if language as a system of communication is an ability, language as
speech is pure act. Language is the result of a process of collective elaboration that is always historically situated. Norms and codes, which are essential
for communication, arise from negotiations and collective, social agreements.
However, language is always subject to change and mutation. This is where
art makes an appearance. Art could be defined as a language that inhabits
movement, a practice whose challenge is to destabilize and overflow codes
in an attempt to transform the world and spread pure life. Art produces narratives, multiple textualities that transmit and embody our social imaginaries.
However, there is no text without context. In this sense, it is essential to define
the hegemonic extractivist context and specify the signs, symbols, and codes
through which its imaginary is expressed.
Italian philosopher and activist Franco Berardi Bifo conceptualizes contemporary global capitalism as semiotic, extractivist, and financial. This new
form of production is based on a technological principle that replaces totalization: recombination, or units with the capacity to multiply and proliferate.
Computing and biotechnology are based on this principle. Berardi Bifo adds:
With the term semiocapitalism I designate the predominant mode of production in a society in which every act of transformation can be substituted by information and the process of labor is carried out through the
recombination of signs. The production of signs becomes, then, the main
economic activity, and economic valuation becomes the criterion for the
valuation of the production of signs. . . . In its traditional forms, the specific product of semiosis was meaning, but when semiosis becomes part
of the cycle of the production of value, making meaning is no longer the
purpose of language. (Generación 107–8)
What happens to language and art in such conditions? The centrality of
recombination to Argentina’s extractivist model is absolute: recombination
(obviously) occurs in the genetic manipulation of plant species, and it takes
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place in “planting pools,”8 a particular form of land ownership created during
the 1990s. Recombination also plays a part in local (and global) labor conditions: capital has no need to appropriate the entirety of a worker’s time, but
rather only isolated fragments of it, moments of focus and effectiveness that
are recombined with other fragments that are, in both cases, deterritorialized.
Finally, recombination has a crucial effect on language, on diverse languages.
That the recombination of signs and symbols generates greater value (greater
surplus value, to be sure) than the production of sense or meaning is a central
requirement of what I like to call transgenic culture, one in which the decreasing relevance of critical thinking paves the way for post-truth.
The visual metaphor I used in The Soy Children to make this culture visible was the washing machine (six of them in each of the various museums
in which the work was exhibited), a device from daily life that incorporates
elements that almost always have to do with distinct expressions of personal
care (clothing, bedding, towels) and brusquely recombines them through both
centripetal and centrifugal force. Its primary goal is to leave the elements
incorporated into it in the cleanest, brightest state possible. Can art turn into
a washing machine? Can cultural and artistic institutions be transformed into
enormous laundries? Can their mechanisms of production, circulation, and legitimation clean and whiten—with the best of intentions, of course—contemporary conflicts like war; genocide; xenophobia; racism; migration; poverty;
squalor; and social, spatial, and environmental injustice?
Transgenic culture transforms our imaginaries into commodities, merchandise being hauled on trucks, ships, and planes that travel the routes of
global culture industries. But tolls must be paid to travel these routes. I would
like to highlight three of these tolls that truly function as mechanisms of social control: One, the exchange of “history for memory,” which forces us into
spending the better part of our energy remembering past struggles instead of
continuing them in the present. The main effect of this is that said energy is
museumified and not deployed. Two, the numbing of our “resonant body”
(Rolnik), or our capacity for making ourselves vulnerable to the Other; the
main consequence of which is the consolidation of a pact of mutual legitimation between hegemonic artistic subjectivities and local social elites, the latter
being the group responsible for social and economic plundering. Three, the
use, in the fields of historiography and local art theory, of a theoretical analytical category to define (and therefore control) those practices resistant to neoliberalism that exceeded the established artistic institutional framework. At
first, this category was “art and politics,” then “artivism.” Finally, this allowed
for the creation of a network of alliances among academics, managers, historians, and artists under the rubric of “Red Conceptualismos del Sur” (Southern
Conceptualisms Network), a type of archivalism and historiography that runs
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the risk of once again, working on behalf of the Spanish Crown. Such a category allowed for these practices to be articulated with little friction within
the local market, and it facilitated a particular kind of dialogue with the institutional scene, fairs, and international contemporary art biennials. From my
perspective, these three tolls account for how difficult it is for artists, as well
as historians and theorists, to create new concepts, visions, and rituals that coincide with their lived experiences. They also explain the persistent tendency
of local art theory to refer back to artistic practices and ways of thinking from
the 1960s and 1970s.
As we can see, the relationship between the imposition of the extractivist
model and the hegemony of specific cultural practices useful to that model is
one whose animating vectors move in both directions, from transgenic monoculture farming to transgenic monoculture art, and vice versa. But what would
happen if we stuck a knife in this enormous washing machine? We have to
wonder if the progressive governments that came to power after the year 2000
in Argentina and the region constituted a cut that was deep enough to seriously wound neoliberal culture, because just when we thought an intense cultural battle was being waged (albeit with uneven results), it was not without
surprise that we witnessed the rise to power of a neoliberal right wing with
renewed coding. In this context, it behooves us to ask what the fundamental
parameters of the task of self-criticism are and what kind of micropolitical
subjectivity lends support to the visual and perceptual regimes that have been
taking shape in the postdictatorial era in Argentina.

A “Desert” Beneath a Toxic Cloak
The disease from which the Argentine Republic suffers
is its own expanse: the desert wilderness surrounds it
on all sides and insinuates into its bowels; solitude, a
barren land with no human habitation, in general are
the unquestionable borders between one province and
another. . . . To the south and the north, savages lurk,
waiting for moonlit nights to descend, like a pack of
hyenas . . . on defenseless settlements.
–Domingo Sarmiento, Facundo: Civilization and Barbarism

Every community, whether nomadic or sedentary, establishes a different relationship with the land. Through a collective labor of creation in space, each
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community inscribes its cosmovision into the terrain. Making use of different
languages, this task gives an account of the community’s relationship with
nature, with its ancestors and deities, with the past and future, and with others,
those who are different. A relationship exists between the interior (spiritual,
cultural) itinerary made by a community and its expression in exterior space,
which is the materialization of what philosopher and anthropologist Rodolfo
Kusch called the existential domicile.9 However, reaching this territorial construction is almost always the result of disputes among different imaginaries
that, in some cases, exhibit great cruelty and violence. What images, knowledge, and information do these imaginaries house? Can artistic tools be used
to investigate them? Who administers and controls regimes of perception and
visibility and their discursive spaces in the contemporary world? And in the
soy-world?
French historian Georges Didi-Huberman, referring to the epistemological power of images, tells us that “to know, one must take a position . . . to
take a position is to situate oneself twice” (11), simultaneously implicating
two dimensions of subjectivity. On the one hand, a position in space is taken:
we must choose a point of view, a physical, bodily perspective. We make the
creation of a determined visual field overt, but there are also things that will
remain excluded from it. The most intense artistic images, as Didi-Huberman
suggests, are those that allow us to focus on and enjoy what they show us,
what they make visible, but above all, those that invite us to guess or imagine
what is “outside the frame,” what is still invisible to our gaze. On the other
hand, taking a position means inhabiting a specific temporal dimension when
creating images: it is necessary to affirm oneself in the historical present, in
the contemporary moment, all the while being conscious of the fact that images are made possible by history as well, by the memory and past of those
who construct them. Finally, and most importantly, we take a position when
we demand something for the future from what we are looking at. Without this
demand, no position is taken. Taking a position, then, entails the formation of
a single force field between past, present, and future worlds.
In other words, if we accept the premise that all art is political (a statement that is entirely different than saying that practices of “art and politics”
exist, which authorizes a discriminating power to determine which practices
are political and which are not), and if, therefore, we can confirm the existence
of “politics of perception,” I would like to give the phrase a spatial twist by
saying that all art is geopolitical.10 With “geopolitics,” I am not referring to
the traditional meaning of the term as the study of the effects of geography
on international politics. Instead, I am invoking a dimension of discomfort:
Those “folds” that bring into contact our experience of the mapped-mappable
world (which has names and images), with those other worlds that live below
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our skin (still without names or images). Larval-worlds which are configured
by the affects and precepts which originate when our bodies are affected by
the forces that agitate the mapped world (Rolnik, “Una conversación”). In
this sense, I want to trace the existence of a geopolitics proper to the soyworld by considering the names and images that might allow us to recognize
its imaginary and therefore understand the regime of visibility and politics of
perception established by transgenic culture.
From the colonial beginnings of the territories that today comprise the
Argentine state, including the period of civil wars following independence
in the nineteenth century and the subsequent and unsuccessful construction
of a democratic system during the twentieth century, we can identify the persistence of certain visions in the imaginary of the local elites, which have now
become transnational through agribusiness. In the language of the “fine arts,”
one such vision is a “landscape,” while the other is a “portrait.”

Figure 2. Mercado. Eduardo Molinari, Archivo Caminante, 2005
The areas of present-day Argentina that allowed for the establishment (between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) of the production and export of
hides, cattle, and grain as the primary economic activity were perceived and
denominated in a very particular way by the groups that benefited from this
economic model. This vision of the “landscape,” which has also prevailed
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, is that of the desert. The lands of
the pampas and Patagonia (and, later, the jungles of the Chaco), historical
centers of agricultural production and energy resources, respectively, are both
characterized in this way, alluding to a geography of incommensurable scale
and the embodiment of an absent alterity. Through the different phases in the
international division of labor, this desert went from being a virgin, solitary,
barbaric space inhabited by “savages,” to being a valuable place envied for its
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resources. Finally, in the words of anthropologist Carlos Masotta: “The territorial ‘expanse’ that was interpreted by Sarmiento as a curse, has, following
the ‘Conquest of the Desert,’ been transformed into grandeur” (118).11 The
desert has been filling up, but with whom?
The second vision is a portrait: one that expresses the cruelty with which
the imaginary of the ruling liberal bourgeoisie portrays that “whom.” This
cruelty was manifested with great intensity during the military campaign
called the “Conquest of the Desert” (1879–1886); cruelty planned with the
same justification of violence used by the Spanish conquistadors in their moment; cruelty that sketches a portrait of indigenous peoples as:
a different being that, by its difference, is not a being and therefore lacks
rights. . . . They are categorized under the old Greco-Roman epithet “barbarism,” which provides the advantage of not having to recognize a political adversary as an entity and thus leads to the idea that the destruction
of that adversary is necessary. . . . This operation of ignoring and negating
the Other is of central importance to governing minorities in neocolonial
countries like ours because the enemy to be destroyed is internal, made
up of those who do not docilely accept being dominated. . . . One is either
white, from Buenos Aires, liberal, anglophile, and francophile, or one is a
barbarian, savage, black, Indian, mestizo, or gaucho. (Padín)12
For the last civic-military-ecclesiastic Argentine dictatorship that governed between 1976 and 1983 (although we can find the use of the same features in all of the prior military coups), this portrait was of great utility in order
to identify the new internal enemy: the terrorists, the subversives. In 1979, the
government of dictator Jorge Rafael Videla warmly celebrated the 100th anniversary of the “Conquest of the Desert,” giving shape to a symbolic bloody
handshake between the genocide of the native peoples to establish the original
Argentine State, and the genocide of thirty thousand people executed as part
of the terrorism of the modern State.
Currently, and as a new expression of the aforementioned continuity, on
September 16, 2016, the then Minister of Education and current representative Esteban Bullrich, of the government of President Mauricio Macri, opened
the University of Río Negro’s Veterinary Teaching Hospital, in the Patagonian
town of Choele Choel, stating: “This is the new Desert Campaign, not with
swords and violence, but with education” (“Bullrich”). It is important to remember that our president’s mother, Alicia Blanco Villegas, is the descendent
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of a land-owning family connected to Conrado Villegas, one of the main generals of the “Conquest of the Desert,” and that Esteban Bullrich’s great-grandfather, Adolfo Bullrich, was the founder and namesake of the auction house that
sold the lands taken from the indigenous peoples during the “Conquest of the
Desert.” This same ancestor was the Intendant of Buenos Aires between 1898
and 1902, appointed (not elected) by the then president of the nation, General Julio Argentino Roca, the highest-ranking military official of that indigenous genocide, and the political leader of the imaginary of “civilization” and
“progress.” Roca’s dream was to convert Argentina into the “breadbasket of the
world,” and Mauricio Macri has transformed that dream by changing Argentina
into the “supermarket of the world.”

Figure 3. Contrapericia. Eduardo Molinari, Archivo Caminante, 2019.
The dominant class consistently imposes a public perception that confirms
the existence of a vast and hostile desert inhabited by “barbarians,” which
serves as a cover for their business interests, achieved through the exploitation of natural resources and food sources first, and second, as a paradise for
speculative real-estate interests and global energy corporations. Another constant is the repetition of the portrait of the internal enemy, a danger embodied
in an Other who is always different, a mutant social subject and a pathological
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presence in the social body which must be eliminated and thus serves as a
justification for the strengthening of the repressive apparatus. Currently, the
Macri administration once again utilizes the figure of the “terrorist” to refer to
the Mapuche people.
Dr. Andrés Carrasco,13 a researcher who denounced the lethal effects of
glyphosate, warned:
The production of food using the technological instruments of a handful of
corporations makes it impossible to think that the world will resolve planetary hunger. Rather more likely is the destruction of “food independence”
by market-driven forces, and the establishment of a social control that
drives the design of a more and more unjust world. Legislation that regulates the patents of molecules and live organisms will become part of the
legitimization of that control necessary for capitalism. If technology can
sustain this shameless appropriation of nature in order to control human
society, there will be no need for armies to maintain coloniality. “Civilizing
industrialization” will be designed for those who have a ticket for Noah’s
Ark the day after. The rest, the others, will be expendable. (“Ciencia”)
A tense, invisible thread connects the foundational genocidal ideology with
the present ecocidal one. For the Walking Archives, walking functions as an
evidentiary aesthetic practice—following the ideas of the Italian architect and
artist Francesco Careri—that while we carry out said action, we read and write
in space. What threads do we follow when reading and writing on the earth but
the lines that sketch our diverse visions of the world? I developed my research
on soy-growing regions due to my desire as an urban-dweller to get closer
physically to a countryside transformed by biotechnology and agribusiness, to
understand its scale, colors, smells, and to inhabit the transgenic plantations,
however briefly. During this process, I encountered an unexpected feature: the
soy-world has a friendly appearance, populated with greenery, silences, peacefulness, and vastness. But something in it escapes our field of vision, something strange flies toward another part of the body, hitting it forcefully in the
stomach. It’s a world full of black holes, of gashes leading to other parts and
to nowhere. I wonder, then: what forces us to see the extractivist imaginary?
But even more, why do not see what is concealed beneath its poisoned cloak?
It is that which is not seen which defines that imaginary, in absolute harmony with the very notion of the transgenic (a manipulation of living beings
that is not possible to see with the naked eye). It is urgent to think of artistic
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languages that could break these dominant regimes of perception, and thus enable us to become aware that the extractivist machinery—allied with financial
interests—globally imposes a regime of sensitivity based on blindness; and
that they do it through a pedagogy of cruelty, as Rita Segato notes.14 Ecocidal transgenic culture thus conceals with a toxic cloak the view of a “desert”
(teeming with towns and economic resources) that was created during its genocidal period.

Soyocracy and Black Limbs
Poison has been brought to our homes daily via a nerve
gas in the shape of television, of advertisements of unending infoproductive stimulation, of competitive mobilization
of energy. Liberal economism has produced mutations of
organisms more profound than those produced by nazism,
because it does not act on the superficial forms of behavior but rather on the biological and cognitive equipment,
on the chemical composition of society.
–Berardi Bifo, Después del futuro

What subjectivity does the neoliberal micropolitics promote? What chemical
composition does the skin of the current Argentine democracy possess? Do
weed-subjectivities exist, resistant to the cultural extractivist poison?
Since the end of the last dictatorship in 1983, the sensitive skin of the
Argentine democracy has suffered diverse mutations, eventually turning into
a surface that appears stiff, hard, and artificial. A soy skin, anesthetized by
poison. A democratic body or organism with these characteristics is isolated,
enclosed, and has almost no contact with pure life. The first government of
the transition did not achieve closure of the open wounds made by State terrorism and was the object of enormous pressure on the part of economic and
financial powers. Between 1989 and 2001, after the fall of the Berlin Wall
and in the heat of strengthening global capitalism, neoliberal macropolitics
were imposed by subsequent governments who carried out social, spatial,
and environmental injustice. It was during this period that extractivism was
put in place, together with its sensitive regimen. In order to impose industrial agriculture and biotechnology it was also necessary to ensure that the
body became blind and deaf. Democratic institutions showed themselves to
be weak and complicit when faced with external debt, financial speculation,
the plundering of state and natural resources, and the dismantling of labor
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and social rights. The skins that in spite of everything still stayed sensitive to
diverse alterities, including the lives of nonhuman entities, suffered violence
and repression specifically directed against the defenseless. And they resisted.

Figure 4. Círculo Rojo. Eduardo Molinari, Archivo Caminante, 2015.
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If we metaphorically used a microscope, we could verify that what we see
in a macro dimension, also was carried out on the micropolitical plane, in the
disputes connected to the formation of a subjectivity that was available and
submissive before the new precarious conditions of life. During the 1990s, it
was the families of the disappeared and the organisms of human rights, together with social movements, who formed the cells that kept the skin of the
social body alive. They embodied the struggles for Memory, Truth, and Justice against the crimes committed by the genocidal oppressors. Participants
left the workplace in order to organize, through picketing organizations of the
unemployed, the movement for recovered factories, peasant struggles, neighborhood associations, cartoneros, and the most diverse cultural collectives.
During the 2000s, this sensitive skin was inhabited by the struggles against
megamining, deforestation, crop dusting, and by agroecology and the defense
of food sovereignty. These efforts were accompanied by the growing presence
of indigenous communities throughout the entire country, fighting for the historical revindication of their ancestral lands. All of these presences will leave
profound traces on the micropolitical subjectivity to come.
After the social rebellion of 2001 and the intense failures in 2002 to restore order through suppression of social protest, a cycle began that extended
from 2003 to 2015. The governments during that period—challenged by the
regional activism of an imaginary that knew how to articulate the dream of
a “Great South American Nation” by evoking historical anticolonial struggles and the most recent revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s—fixed their
objective on recovering control of plundered state resources, implementing
a development model and wealth redistribution, strengthening scientific research, increasing domestic consumption, and creating jobs. The immediate
consequences of all of this were the recovery of social and labor rights, to
which was added the legal consecration of new rights, such as gender identity, marriage equality, and joint custody, among others.
But the skin of the democratic body was hurt by the following paradoxes:
Paradox One: the policies of wealth redistribution, foreign-debt reduction, employment growth, and increased spending of presidents Néstor Kirchner (2003–2007) and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (2007–2011/2011–2015)
were extremely dependent upon income from the extractivist model.
Paradox Two: The energy company Yacimientos Petrolíferos Fiscales
(YPF),15 in private hands since the 1990s, has produced the agrochemical
glyphosate since 2009, and has continued to increase their output after being
renationalized by the Fernández de Kirchner government in 2012.
Paradox Three: The Agri-Food and Agro-Industrial Strategic Plan
(2010–2020), planned to produce almost 160 million tons annually of har-
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vested grain, by increasing the amount of cultivated areas and yield per hectare. Without a doubt, the direct consequence will be an increase in the consumption of agrotoxins.
Paradox Four: In 2012, the State promoted respect for patents that attempted to privatize life, by means of the creation of biotechnological events,
because, according to Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, “now that we have
achieved our own patents we have also become defenders of patents” (“Almuerzo”). Kirchner spoke those words at an event in New York in 2012, after
agreeing to establish a Monsanto plant in the Malvinas Argentinas (Córdoba
Province). Due to popular resistance, the plant was never built.
Paradox Five: Since 2003 (for the first time since the return of democracy), the recent administrations have promoted public policies that required the
State to accept responsibility for its actions during the period of State-sponsored terrorism, and the prosecution of crimes against humanity committed
by the oppressors of the last dictatorship, many of whom ended up in prison.
At the same time, these administrations made decisions that affirmed and expanded the extractivist model, strengthening the ecocidal imaginary.
Simultaneously, after a failed attempt in 2003, the engineer Mauricio
Macri lead an alliance (Propuesta Republicana, PRO) in Buenos Aires that
triumphed in the 2007 elections, when he became mayor. A member of a
family-owned business group (created by his father, Franco Macri), he benefited from the economic policies of the last dictatorship, and was reelected
in 2011. In 2015, he became the Argentine president. A new vision expresses
the rising tension that characterizes the relationship between the political
forces of kirchnerism and macrism. A new image (created by the language
of the oppositional journalism of the Fernández de Kirchner administration,
especially after the “rural conflict” of 2008) joins and interacts with the
landscape and portrait that were previously discussed. It is a topographic vision: the crack. It is a topographical accident that wounds and separates the
earth—a postmodern version of the knife? The crack cuts, splits, fissures,
damages. It provokes a state of levitation, a force field in suspension whose
elements work reciprocally in order to support itself.
Inside the political class, transgenic culture produces more and more
transgenic public officials, as the journalist Darío Aranda argues.16 These
officials are both judge and jury, unperturbed when faced with conflicts of
interest.
Conabia (The National Commission of Biotechnology) 2017, which according to official press releases is committed to “transparency,” relies
on 34 members for the approval of transgenic seeds. A vast majority,
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26 of them, work for companies that produce genetically-modified organisms or are scientist-entrepreneurs with conflicts of interest. . . . In
private hearings and without public records . . . they decide the future
of 2 million hectares with transgenics that involve the massive use of
agrotoxins. (Aranda 15)
The cases of Lino Barañao, Secretary of Science and Technology and
Martín Lema, Director of Biotechnology of the Department of Agroindustry
and responsible for the National Commission of Biotechnology (Conabia)
are emblematic: both transitioned from the Kirchner to the Macri administration without any problems.
The skin of Argentine democracy reinforces the mutation of its chemical composition: it converts it into a soyocracy. In the soyocracy, critical
thinking is a negative value, a shrapnel of clarity and empathy with life that
opens more and more black holes over the surface of extractivism. In soyocracy, there is a continuity of destructive violence between the founding
genocide of the colonial and imperial governments during the “Conquest of
the Desert,” the State-sponsored terrorism of the military-civic-ecclesiastical dictatorships, and the aggressive planetary extermination brought on by
contemporary battles for the control of natural resources; expressed in an attack against the defenseless. In soyocracy, pregnant women, the unborn, and
infants are the first victims of crop-dusting; endocrine disruptors act with
greater efficiency in the darkness of the womb. Nobody cares about the lives
of plants and animals, water, earth or air, nor hunger, or humanity. The consensus of commodities is affirmed in the folds of an empty stomach, in the
thick and opaque viscosity of the residues of agrotoxins in the groundwater. Soyocracy is the result of anthropocentrism, oppression, and unlimited
greed. In soyocracy, there are political prisoners and dissent is criminalized;
native communities are accused of terrorism, and human and labor rights
resemble plagues and weeds that must be annihilated in order for business to
prosper. The unconscious of punitive, oppressive, and genocidal thought is
expressed in the advertisements of a North American seed company which
operates in Argentina, an ideology that frames blackness as destined for
prison.17 In soyocracy, glyphosate becomes a tool that allows for the redistribution of wealth. But like Black Limbs,18 like Amaranth, which resist and
survive the agrotoxins, I proclaim (and I am not alone): without spatial and
environmental justice, there will never be social justice.
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Love, Happiness, and the Green Tide
There is a happiness revolution in the country.
Yesterday we felt like we broke something and
we encouraged ourselves to begin building a
new country.19
–Mauricio Macri on October 25, 2015

In this short essay I have tried to analyze some aspects of the relationship
between extractivism and culture in Argentina. I strove to identify some visions and words that give shape to the imaginary of what I call transgenic
culture. These are images and rituals of a specific subjectivity, the result of
a micropolitical battle that neoliberalism never stopped waging, even within
the macropolitics of redistribution of wealth between 2003 and 2015. It constitutes a micropolitical battle that operates on actions and emotions, and that
would reach a maximum effectiveness “ensuring that all movement of desire
remained tied to the adaptation of reality” (Sztulwark). Within transgenic culture, happiness and enthusiasm acquire an appearance too similar to a new
and renewed spoonful of soup of friendship technologies.20 This notion, reflecting Foucauldian “technologies of control” and a self-proclaimed inheritor
of the hegemonic practice of the visual arts of the early 1990s, allowed for
a conceptualization of a sensitive relationship between body and power. As
one of its supporters remarked: “they consisted of connecting and articulating
fragments of the world, the initiatives of artists in a vast autarchic, cultural ecology in which the artists positioned themselves as self-made; as their
own directors, curators, critics, gallery owners, writers and researchers” (Krochmalny). Operating from an infantilized subjectivity, using recombination,
parody, and simulacra of participation as aesthetic tools, they agreed, without
much conflict, to hegemonize the artistic scene during the first decade of the
2000s, achieving recognition amongst the local social elites, the same ones
who benefited from the neoliberal politics of the 1990s.
I’m interested in outlining the implicit pacts of mutual legitimization,
which permitted the creation of particular conditions of production, visibility,
circulation, legitimization, and historicization of certain imaginaries, leaving
others out. Particularly those that called for the social rights of artists. The
pact of legitimization’s primary symbol is the ArteBA Fair, the very location
chosen annually for the main art exhibition of the galleries of Buenos Aires
and Argentina. This exhibition functions as a space of recognition of commercial success, administration, and control of social imaginaries, appearing
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in the pavilions of the Rural Society of Argentina, a historical institution that
is emblematic of the representation of the landowners and ranchers of the
Argentine oligarchy.

Figure 5. Electroshock, Eduardo Molinari, Archivo Caminante, 2019.
Beauty, happiness, and power. Alluding to the “happy” philosophy of the
current Macri government Sztulwark tells us: “a culture of power founded on
hedonism, in the equation, without transcendence nor community, of ‘more
power = more pleasure.” Thus, the fields of art and agribusiness look each
other in the eyes. However, in the neoliberal laboratory, the microscope that
allows us to see the new images of life under the soy skin, falls to the floor.
The table has been destabilized. The micropolitical organisms, up until now
under control, begin to give signs of insubordination. Since 2015, in only two
and a half years, the new Argentine right, headed by Cambiemos (Mauricio
Macri and the dominant elites, their allies in the Radical Civil Union and the
anti-Kirchner “pro-government opposition” of Peronism) that has come into
power by popular vote for the first time in history, has generated both uncertainty and an unbearable social anxiety. Just a few days after taking office,
Macri lifted the taxes on agricultural exports and megamining, eliminating as
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well the obligation to bring foreign currency to the country within clear deadlines. The exchange market was liberated. Ministerial positions have been
occupied by CEOs of the principal energy, agricultural, and financial corporations (Shell, Monsanto, Sociedad Rural Argentina, J.P. Morgan, among
others). President Macri defends the existence of tax havens and considers
it normal that public-sector employees have “offshore” companies and keep
their fortunes outside of the country. In May of 2018, 6.213 billion dollars
were transferred offshore. One June 20, 2018 (National Flag Day), a stand-by
agreement was made with the IMF, which was the largest loan made in the
history of any nation.21 The total external debt created by the Macri administration in two and half years exceeds the total of that created by the last
military dictatorship. Social dissent has been criminalized and political adversaries have been imprisoned without prior convictions. The state policies of
Memory, Truth, and Justice have no continuity, to the extent that the Supreme
Court tried to apply the 2x1 rule to those convicted of genocide in order to
reduce their sentences and facilitate their liberation.
The beginning of a social reaction can be located here, with more and more
intense protests accompanying the decisions of the current government, in response to the attempts to reform the labor and pension systems. Voices are also
being raised against incidences of institutional violence such as the oppressive
actions of the security forces in the most humble neighborhoods, after the disappearance of Santiago Maldonado and the discovery of his dead body, and
finally, after the assassination of Rafael Nahuel. Both murders were part of state
policies against the land recovery efforts of the Mapuche people. The organization of crop-dusting communities has allowed the use of glyphosate to be
brought into the sphere of public debate, as well as concerns with the proximity
of crop-dusting activities to urban areas. In Gualeguaychú the municipal authorities prohibited the use, storage, and sale of glyphosate on shared public lands.22
Further, the municipal net that drives agroecology and the battles for food independence has been strengthened, including the enormous task of raising awareness, undertaken by the Departments of Food Independence (Cátedras Libres de
Soberanía Alimentaria) at various universities. This has resonated in large cities,
whose inhabitants understand more and more that they are also victims of agrotoxins. I would like to emphasize in particular the persistent and indefatigable
work of the Museum of Hunger toward raising awareness in urban centers.23
To conclude, I want to emphasize the emergence of a vigorous social
struggle that is extremely provocative and contagious, a new presence in the
social and cultural struggles that unite the micro- and macropolitical dimensions, giving rise to new visions and new rituals. A vital, special vision gives
the new feminist movement its name: The Green Tide (La Marea Verde): complex, multiple, biodiverse, with different expressions in its interior, and within
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which it is essential to emphasize the role of the collective Ni Una Menos (Not
One Woman Less).24 Arising from the needs generated by violence against
women and from the rise in cases of femicide, for three years, the women’s
movement has taken to the streets to lead the fight against patriarchy, on behalf of the rights of all women to make their own decisions regarding their
sexual choices and their bodies; for sexual education in public education; for
the diffusion/circulation of birth control methods; and for legal, safe, and free
abortion in Argentina.
I am interested in highlighting their struggle in this essay, which reflects
on the extractivist model and its cultural aspects, because I believe that the
women’s movement questions all of society and especially the “machos” in
regards to the deep foundations of the patriarchy and its workings as a fundamental tool that contemporary neoliberalism makes use of in order to impose
its social and economic model. As Rita Segato aptly points out,
it’s not possible to conceive of this violence as outside of predatory capitalist structures, which need a lack of empathy between people—a pedagogy of cruelty—in order to maintain their power. Women’s bodies are
the privileged foundation upon which to write this violent and sobering
message, that depends on the intensification of media violence against
them as ‘an ideological arm of the strategy of cruelty. (“La pedagogía”)
If the original question that gave rise to this essay was the attempt to
identify the aesthetic and philosophical requirements that support transgenic culture, in order to understand if that same culture was a preexisting
condition or a consequence of the extractivist model, I can share the following intuition: the interior structure of communities (spiritual, cultural)
always stays alive. No oppression, as violent and destructive as it may be,
can completely exterminate pure life, which always finds new pathways
through which to move. It is necessary to undertake all of the efforts of
political imagination possible in order to keep the fabric of life alive, which
unites ancestral, popular, and rural knowledge with the struggles for human
rights; against racism, classism, and the patriarchy, and against spatial and
environmental injustice. But we mustn’t be naïve: affection and friendship
are one part, but they aren’t enough.
In one of the most recent marches that I participated in, on May 25, 2018,
I read the following slogan on the shirt of a young woman: Motherland or
IMF (Matria o FMI). She also wore around her neck the green bandana of
the women’s movement, which demanded that the State take charge of public
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health policies and stop clandestine abortions. The Green Tide and the multiplicity of the feminist movement are becoming the force that puts into action waves that are capable of shaking us, taking us out of our comfort zones
and transporting us to the coasts of the struggles for emancipation. Certainly,
along the way, it will be necessary to embody the devastating power of water,
which is nothing less than letting ourselves be swept up by the force that is
created by assuming our responsibility in the daily struggle for greater spatial,
environmental, and social justice.

Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

I am a visual artist, professor, and researcher in the Department of Visual Arts at the Universidad Nacional de las Artes in Buenos Aires, Argentina. My body of work includes
drawings, collages, photographs, installations, interventions in public spaces, actions,
videos, and publications. Since 1999, I have been developing the Walking Archives (Archivo Caminante), an ongoing visual archive that investigates the relationship between
art, history, and territory. Walking as artistic practice, transdisciplinary collaboration,
and research with artistic tools are at the center of this work. The Walking Archives
undertake works of memory and collective exercises of political imagination. This practice seeks to interpellate and destabilize hegemonic historical narratives. See Archivo
Caminante, www.archivocaminante.blogspot.com.
I was invited by the German artists and curators Alice Creischer and Andreas Siekmann,
as well as the German theorist of Bolivian descent Max Jorge Hinderer Cruz. The project was supported by German, Spanish, and Bolivian state institutions. See Principio
Potosí, www.potosiprincipleprocess.wordpress.com/.
Gauchos are seminomadic inhabitants of rural South America. They are the product of
mestizaje among the Spanish, Portuguese, Indians, and Blacks. The guapo or compadrito is a suburban social type descended from the rural gaucho that arose in the cities of
the Río de la Plata and its zone of influence (Buenos Aires, Rosario, Montevideo). The
terms, as used in the lunfardo dialect of the region, refer to knife-wielding, quarrelsome,
fearsome criollo men admired for their bravery in knife fights to the death. They did
agricultural work, but they were also known to be hired as bodyguards for politicians or
to participate in the world of crime.
On March 25, 1996, President Carlos Menem’s Secretary of Agriculture, Fisheries, and
Food, the agronomist Felipe Solá, signed Resolution 167, which authorized the experimentation, production, and commercialization of transgenic, glyphosate-resistant soy
seed and its derivatives in Argentina.
Carried out in conjunction with the anthropologists Gabriela Polischer and Carlos Masotta, our performative conference was called “The Cloak: News from the United Republic of Soy” and presented four times in the Sala Luisa Vehil at the Teatro Nacional
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6.
7.

8.

9.
10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

Cervantes in May 2017. See Teatro Nacional Argentino, www.teatrocervantes.gob.ar/
obra/el-manto-nuevas-noticias-de-la-republica-unida-de-la-soja/. See also Archivo
Caminante, www.archivocaminante.blogspot.com/search/label/El%20manto.
Deforestation in Northern Argentina, Greenpeace’s 2017 Yearly Report. See Greenpeace, “Greenpeace.”
For the publication in Spanish, see Eduardo Molinari, Los niños de la soja. Archivo Caminante, 2010, www.academia.edu/8922434/Los_n%C3%B1os_de_la_soja_2010_._
Eduardo_Molinari_Archivo_Caminante._Vers%C3%B3n_en_espa%C3%B1ol. For
the English version, see: www.academia.edu/8362979/The_Soy_Children_2012_._
Eduardo_Molinari_The_Walking_Archives._English_version. And for the installation,
see, Archivo Caminante, www. archivocaminante.blogspot.com/search/label/Los%20
ni%C3%B1os%20de%20la%20soja.
In Argentina, planting pool (pool de siembra) is the name given to a system of agricultural production characterized by the decisive role of finance capital and an organized
entrepreneurial system of temporary control of production through leasing large tracts
of land and hiring teams for planting, fumigation, harvest, and transport. After the harvest, profits are distributed among all the participants. Legally speaking, planting pools
are trusts.
Rodolfo Kusch (1922–1979). Argentine anthropologist and philosopher who studied
popular and indigenous thought in the Americas.
“Images of conflict have become more than instruments in shaping opinion; they have
become cogs in the wheels of social perception of mediated and mediatized conflicts. .
. . What profit of knowledge then accrues to the public’s perceptions of conflict? Who
controls the photograph’s regime of visibility and its discursive spaces?” (Enwezor 5).
Masotta is an anthropologist, professor at the Universidad de Buenos Aires, and researcher (UBA, CONICET, INAPL).
Luis Padín is a Doctor of Philosophy, professor, and researcher at the Universidad Nacional de Lanús and the Universidad Nacional de la Artes. He is a specialist in Latin
American and Argentine thought.
Andrés Carrasco (1946–2014). Argentine doctor and researcher, specialist in molecular
biology and developmental biology. He was the president of CONICET and director of
the Embryology Laboratory of the University of Buenos Aires. Known for his research
into the devastating effects of glyphosate, for supporting the struggles of the towns affected by crop dusting, and for questioning science at the service of corporations.
Rita Segato (1951): Argentine anthropologist and feminist residing between Brasilia
and Tilcara. A researcher of gender issues of the indigenous peoples and rural communities of Latin America, she also has been oriented toward questions of gender violence
and the relationship between gender, racism, and coloniality.
“Fiscal Oilfields.”
Aranda is a journalist with expertise in extractivism. He also writes about events in
the indigenous communities, rural agricultural organizations, and socio-environmental
gatherings. See Territorios, www.darioaranda.com.ar/.
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17. Dow Chemical advertisement. See:
https://barbechando.org/campo/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/LA-NACION-Nota-campo-tapa.pdf
18. Translator’s note: “rama negra,” literally, “black branch or limb,” is a common name for
the glyphosate-resistant plant conyza bonarienses or erigeron bonarienses. In English,
it is known as Argentine fleabane. Due to the metaphorical connection between racism
and human resistance to oppression that the author wishes to evoke (blackness and black
limbs, or ramas negras), the name is translated literally in the body of the text.
19. The words of Mauricio Macri on October 25, 2015, after receiving the news that the
close results of the presidential election would result in a run-off vote, with Macri in a
marginal lead.
20. For a definition of friendship technologies, see:
http://sydkrochmalny.blogspot.com/2011/08/tecnologias-de-la-amistad-y-tecnologias.
html
21. “The agreement reached on Thursday, July 7, 2018, for 50 million dollars, represents
54%, in nominal terms, of the total sum of all of the agreements realized between this
country and the IMF since 1958 up to the present day.” Relevamiento Área de Economía
del IAE Business School de la Universidad Austral, Argentina. See “El préstamo de
u$s 50.000 M del FMI equivale al 54% del total histórico tomado por la Argentina.”
Ámbito, 11 Jun. 2018, www.ambito.com/924167-el-prestamo-de-us-50000-m-del-fmiequivale-al-54-del-total-historico-tomado-por-la-argentina.
22. See “Glifosato cero en Gualeguaychú: Aprobaron ordenanza que prohíbe su uso en el
ejido.” Uno Entre Ríos, 17 Apr. 2018, www.unoentrerios.com.ar/la-provincia/glifosato-cero-gualeguaychu-aprobaron-ordenanza-que-prohibe-su-uso-el-ejido-n1591462.
html.
23. Under the direction of Dr. Marcos Filardi and his unflagging energy for strengthening
group work and networking. See Museo del Hambre, www.museodelhambre.blogspot.
com/.
24. See Ni Una Menos, niunamenos.org.ar/.
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