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Introduction

Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado

Mexican Literature in Theory is a project born of the desire to register the contributions of many cutting-edge scholars working primarily in the United States to the field of Mexican literary studies. It builds on the considerable growth that the field has experienced in the past three decades, after long-standing traditions of literary criticism regarding Mexico, built by precursors like Luis Leal, Jean Franco, Carlos Blanco Aguinaga, or Juan-Bruce Novoa, and continued by figures like Danny J. Anderson, Cynthia Steele, and Debra Castillo. The field was later joined by scholars coming to the United States in the exodus that followed the precarization of the Mexican academic job market, intensified as a consequence of the 1994 financial crisis. It is undeniable that, in 2017, the community of scholars who have participated in these processes, or who have been mentored by precursors and immigrants, is the material base for a diverse, engaging, and lively field that produces original critical work. This work, in turn, has significant ramifications both for the constant reformulation of our understandings regarding Mexico and for developing the implications that historical, political, and cultural processes and practices from Mexico have in larger understanding of Latin American, Hemispheric, Transatlantic, Transpacific, worldly and global cultures and their study. The Mexicanist field in literary studies has become visible as groups like UC-Mexicanistas, based in an intercampus consortium at the University of California and led with great generosity by scholars like Sara Poot-Herrera and Jacobo Sefamí, the University of Texas at El Paso, which houses Mexicanists like María Socorro Tabuenca, Kristen Nigro, Fernando García, Sara Potter, and Luis Arturo Ramos, and an emerging consortium of Mexicanists based in universities in the Northeast, which includes professors like Susan Antebi, Debra Castillo, Oswaldo Zavala, and Ryan Long, have committed significant resources and time to the organization of conferences that have played an invaluable role in galvanizing solidarities and communities within the field and in sharing our research among us. In national conferences, the Mexico Section of the Latin American Studies Association and the Mexican Forum at the Modern Language Association have become central in providing the field with visibility in those organizations. It is an exciting time to be a Mexicanist, as this community of literary scholars also dialogues with colleagues in fields like history, art history, film and media studies, and the social sciences, where research on Mexico is also in a peak moment. As Mexico faces intensive and increasing violence, the rise of Donald Trump (fueled in part by anti-Mexican sentiment), and the upcoming 2018 presidential election, the scholarly study of Mexico carries additional importance as the aggregate of knowledge produced across different fields plays a role in countering the toxic representations of Mexico in public discourse and in producing nuanced understandings of the country’s culture, society, and politics to contribute to the imagination of alternatives to the current disaster.

Seeking to capture the intellectual energy and solidarity produced by the Mexicanist literary field, Mexican Literature in Theory gathers a particular subset of scholars, many of them young and emerging, whose fundamental trait is their ability to create a horizontal dialogue between Mexican literature and Mexican literary studies with the formless aggregate of resources known as “theory.” From its original design, this project resists defining theory narrowly and has instead allowed the contributors to define what does theoretical work on Mexican literature means to each one of them. Defining theory in the contemporary era is a difficult ordeal. Some presentations of it consider it an outgrowth of what is called “French Theory,” that is, the legacies of a variety of post-structuralist, Marxist, psychoanalytical, and other lines of thought emergent in the 1968 scene in France, flattened and mediated into a single construct by scholars in the English-language academy.1 Another account, by Nicholas Birns, traces a history of literary theory as a series of ever-widening deconstructions beginning with the critical work of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, through the deconstruction of gender in feminist and queer theory, all the way to anti-racist and postcolonial theory. Birns celebrates the contributions of the theoretical tradition but essentially argues that recent approaches like the New Aestheticism or Affect Theory are practices “after theory,” that is, in the decline of the deconstructive traditions.2 A very recent book by Joseph North interprets the history of literary criticism in the United States as a tension between criticism and scholarship, locating theory as part of different turns—the “scholarly turn,” of the mid-century, the creation of historicist paradigms—and suggests that the constellation of more recent theoretical approaches (affect, queer theory, surfaces reading, and other) marks the return of a “critical unconscious” suppressed by the scholarly turns of the past.3 As a collective project, Mexican Literature in Theory is not invested in sustaining one version of this history over any other. Rather, the lack of consensus and the indecision regarding what constitutes theory—including even basic questions, such as whether “literary theory” names the theory of literature or the use of literary devices for a larger interpretation, or whether theory is a larger body of thought to which the study of literature is a mere part—operate in the chapters collected here as an opportunity for ample and diverse engagements that do not need to align themselves to any positive or orthodox definition of the term.

It is important to acknowledge that an exercise named Mexican Literature in Theory works on the basis of the unequal and problematic relationship between both terms of the equation. Although the definition of “theory” remains open, it is undeniable that critical discourse produced in Mexico is rarely recognized as such. “Theory” names a construct in which different intellectual traditions have different levels of symbolic capital, and the privilege that Western European and Anglo-American traditions enjoy within that construct remains a factor about which one has to be reflexive, even if one can also recognize that “southern theory,” as Raewyn Connell discusses, has challenged that centrality.4 Although a book like the present one is not in a position to decisively challenge the politics of knowledge produced by the unequal distribution of symbolic capital across intellectual traditions, it is essential to not validate them either. A central aim of the various chapters here is to contend that Mexican literature is an intellectual tradition not substantially engaged by most theoretical approaches that problematize theory in productive ways and that is able to expand on, contradict, or annul claims by theorists from other latitudes regarding problems such as race, gender, disability, the Anthropocene, modernity, capitalism, Orientalism, infrastructure, and other key concerns. In some cases, contributors to the volume bring into Mexican literary studies questions from theoretical approaches developed in the last few years that have yet to be tested in engagement with Mexican cultural production. In others, contributors look at the limits of canonical readings and legacies of well-known theoretical approaches and argue that Mexican literature provides new scenes of conceptualization unforeseen by the theoretical texts or their previous readers. In some others, contributors recognize the work of theorists from Mexico and Latin America and confront their work with theoretical approaches from other scenes. Taken together, the chapters in this collection put forward the idea that Mexican literature is itself a site of theoretical thinking with many productive tensions and engagements with “theory” widely construed that are yet to be opened and explored.

Even though it is a book in English, addressed primarily at scholars with the ability to conduct research and to access scholarly work in the language, Mexican Literature in Theory as a project must also begin with the recognition of the structural and material problems that impede the circulation and discussion of theoretical discourse in the Mexican academy. The fact that all but one of the contributors here are based in universities in the United States, and that the condition of possibility for those of us educated in part or in full in the Mexican academy to work within the bounds of “theory” as construed by this volume may actually be our migration to the English-language academy, is not simply the result of wanting to feature U.S.-based Mexicanism. It has to do with the structural inequalities that exist in the relationship between the academies in both countries, particularly as Mexican scholars have faced even more intensely the brunt of the neoliberal precarization of the humanities in their everyday life. In his presentation at the Latin American Studies Association in Lima in May 2017, Roberto Cruz Arzabal, the sole contributor of this book based in Mexico and perhaps the scholar in Mexico most familiarized with U.S.-based Mexicanism and with the theoretical traditions developed in this book, provided a compelling view of the enormous difficulties he faces in the everyday material conditions of his scholarship. Among many other things he noted that once a scholar decides to work theoretically and go against the grain of the anti-theoretical positions of many quadrants of literary criticism (from the essayistic criticism predominant in nonacademic media to the deep philological tradition that remains central in academic institutions), he or she faces enormous difficulties simply accessing the texts. Mexican publishers rarely publish translations of theoretical books, and scholars must rely on unaffordable imports from Spain, Chile, and Argentina (where theoretical translation into Spanish is a more common occurrence) that circulate as photocopies and PDFs. Yet, since English is the lingua franca of a significant number of theoretical debates, Cruz Arzabal notes that access to larger conversations is even more difficult, given that the cost of access to databases, journals, and books in English, priced in U.S. dollars, is beyond the economic means of many Mexican institutions. Even in larger institutions like Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), the national university, scholars are subject to a time lag in access due to policies such as the five-year moving walls in JSTOR and Project Muse or the lengthy bureaucratic processes involved in the simple request to purchase an imported book. A bold generation of scholars in their twenties and thirties has developed a will to engage with this type of theory from Mexico and to face the challenges of access head-on, but the fact is that their access to volumes is limited by the possibilities of precarious strategies, including collective purchases of individual copies in Amazon, requests to authors for free PDFs of their article, and the use of web tools to access copies of material circulating in the web.

In light of these problems, Mexican Literature in Theory is, unfortunately, a book that gathers together the work of those of us who have access to information and scholarly resources denied to our Mexico-based counterparts, although the inclusion of Cruz Arzabal’s work has been done in the hopes of future collections that will not include scholars predominantly from the U.S. academy, but groups of critics hailing from both sides of the border in equal footing. It must be said, though, that the need to study Mexican literature theoretically is not only a matter of expanding our readings of the archives and canons of literary writing, or to expand those archives through texts rendered visible by theoretical questions. Mexican writers and intellectuals are evermore engaged in theoretical questions. As Emilio Sauri explores in his chapter, Irmgard Emmelhainz’s theory of neoliberalism is essential to understand the relationship between late capitalism and cultural institutions.5 Cristina Rivera Garza, a very successful writer in Mexico and an academic based at the University of Houston, has written important works understanding the relationship of literature with violence and with new technologies, as Brian Whitener discusses in his chapter.6 Beyond cases included in this book, one can name Heriberto Yépez, one of Mexico’s most polemical writers, who has for many years advocated for deeper engagements with various theoretical registers.7 Even if core books of theory published by Mexican presses are few and far between, one can begin to see important advances. Paradiso Editores, for instance, not only published Emmelhainz’s book but also the works of Mexican scholars engaging theorists like Badiou and Lacan and original works by thinkers in the psychoanalytic tradition. It also publishes notable translations, including Alenka Zupančič’s book on comedy, in the Spanish version by Christina Soto van der Plas, a contributor to this volume.8 And, even more encouraging, institutions committed to the renovation of the theory scene in Mexico and to the construction of theory from Mexico are strengthening. A notable case is 17, Instituto de Estudios Críticos, which offers graduate degrees and thematic certificates, and even consulting for other cultural institutions. 17 has hosted major international conferences and is a site of contact between scholars working around the world and Mexican students and academics.

Framed by the complexities of the issues discussed up to this point, the chapters that constitute Mexican Literature in Theory propose different ways to think the encounter between the two terms of the title’s equation, with case studies that range from the early nineteenth century to the 2010s. All of the chapters were written in response to a direct request, and invitations (originally eighteen, which yielded the fourteen contributions to which I added my own piece) were made thinking about scholars across multiple generations doing original theoretical work. Although space constraints did not allow me to bring into the book even half of the scholars whose work would have ideally fitted in this volume’s conception, I sought a series of balances. It was important to me that the majority of texts engaged with theoretical works published within the last decade (including a number of contributions in conversation with theoretical works from the past four or five years). Rather than having a top-heavy book with a who’s who of senior scholars (the type of book that yields great cultural capital but frequently is a space for rehashing known debates), I wanted to make sure that it was populated by younger scholars who have yet to publish their first scholarly monograph, in balance with mid-career scholars at the peak of their work and with a couple of senior-level academics who work in new and engaging topics. I hope readers find, as I do, that the resulting book samples many exciting lines of research and thinking from the Mexicanist field described at the beginning of this introduction, and that Mexican Literature in Theory provides a point of departure to many more volumes, including, hopefully, volumes published in Mexico, in Spanish, coordinated by and with the writing of Mexico-based academics, so the work of those of us based in the United States can enter a conversation that would undoubtedly expand and enrich the horizons and scope of our ideas.

Because of the conceptual diversity of the book, I decided that the best way to organize it was the simplest one: a rough chronological order of the Mexican literary texts at the center of each one of them. In the first chapter, “Into the ‘Oriental’ Zone,” Laura Torres-Rodríguez proposes in a transhistorical sample of literary works, ranging from Fernández de Lizardi’s foundational works to Julián Herbert’s most recent book, a provocative and original reformulation of Edward W. Said’s notion of Orientalism. Torres-Rodríguez deterritorrializes Said’s work away from its focus on the Middle East, and productively discusses it by reading the relationship between Mexico and Asia through different configurations of empire. In doing so, her article demonstrates that the idea of Orientalism is not a mode of critique engaged solely with the concrete times and spaces discussed by Said, but rather a more powerful tool to understand global systems and cultural interactions. Rather than engaging with a single theoretician, Ana Sabau weaves, in the second chapter, a theory of Mexican literature of the nineteenth century in its relationship to the imagination of property, traversing literary and cultural texts alongside theorizations of capital, infrastructure, and the body. Sabau’s concrete focus is on the trope of water, which became an essential vehicle to think modernization and possession in nineteenth-century texts. If Torres-Rodríguez appropriates a category to open it to unexpected and innovative horizons, Sabau’s texts exemplify the possibility of theorizing from Mexican literature, developing theoretical insights through the art of reading.

The following two texts interrogate the transition of literary writing from nineteenth- to twentieth-century paradigms, by interrogating the question of the writer and of literary form. José Ramón Ruisánchez develops what he calls a “pale theory” of the rare writer, named after a verse of his object of study, Amado Nervo. In dialogue with Slavoj Žižek’s notion of disparity, Ruisánchez locates Nervo in a peculiar place as a writer of high canonical stature but only rarely engaged theoretically. Ruisánchez proceeds to deploy a theory of the absential, as the unwritten that underlies the literary writing of the rare writing, illuminating questions of desire, pleasure, and materiality that become visible when the negativity of the absential is considered. My piece departs from a reading of very recent theoretical work on the question of literary form (particularly the work of Tom Eyers) and from the work of Jorge Aguilar Mora, a leading Mexican critic thinker whose writing engages significantly with Deleuze, to propose the idea that the Mexican Revolution is a cultural and historical site for the production of antinomical literary forms that, rather than articulating totalities or allegories vis-á-vis the revolutionary moment, render visible the constitutive excesses in the processes of totalization and the accompanying question of literary formalization. This theoretical question is explored through a reading of Nellie Campobello. Both Ruisánchez and I undertake the equation of Mexican literature in theory by setting forward questions about the way in which the writer and literary form exist in tension with either a process of modernization or the event as such.

The following three contributions consider key works of postrevolutionary Mexican literature through their different articulations of questions of land, agrarian reform, and capital formation. Carolyn Fornoff develops an ecocritical theorization of the claim of “land and liberty” from the Mexican Revolution through a reading of the novel Se llevaron el cañón para Bachimba. Fornoff provides an enlightening reading of novels like Rafael Muñoz’s by moving from traditional interpretations highlighting subject formation and the bildungsroman toward a reading of the role of nature and the landscape to understand tensions related to the pedagogical role of works like this and to the tensions regarding the imagination of production in early formations of capitalism and industrialization. Bruno Bosteels approaches Juan Rulfo in an argument that departs from a consideration of Walter Benjamin’s “The Storyteller” to interpret questions of memory, violence, and Rulfo’s silence in his work. Then he proceeds to a reexamination of various ways of reading Rulfo, from transculturation theory to decolonial theory, to write a critique of the uses of the artifice of orality in Latin American theory. Bosteels concludes with a call to read this problem from deconstructionism in a productive engagement between Rulfo and Derrida. Ericka Beckman advances a challenging reading of Rosario Castellanos’s Balún Canán by theorizing what she calls “Ladino subjectivity,” the masters in the dialectic of exploitation in the neocolonial social order of Chiapas, through the intersection of various theoretical discussions, including critical race theory, the study of the Southern Gothic, and questions of labor and colonization. In doing so, she realigns a novel that is widely read through the lens of gender and feminism into a discussion of the pitfalls of capitalist development in societies with intense histories of racial exploitation.

The following two texts of the book move toward the late twentieth century and the beginnings of the twenty-first century, understanding the process of close reading and literary writing as sites of theorization. Christina Soto van der Plas works a granular reading of key poems by José Emilio Pacheco, in dialogue with theorists like Deleuze, Badiou, and Zupančič. Soto van der Plas traverses Pacheco’s poetry to understand the way the poem enacts its drives in relation to questions of necessity, contingency, and the act of writing in itself. Soto van der Plas illustrates very well one of the goals of this book: the possibility of rendering Mexican literature as a site of theorization in itself. Pedro Ángel Palou, in what may be the most original contribution in terms of form and writing, adopts the theoretical genre of the theses to discuss the question of the historical novel, beginning with general considerations and leading ultimately to the discussion of Mexico’s foremost example: Fernando del Paso’s Noticias del Imperio. In this unique text, Palou performs the act of theorization through the full deployment of the elements of his own trajectory as a novelist who has written a significant number of historical novels over the past ten years and as a writer-turned-scholar whose readings of theory and critical work are crucial to inform his praxis as an author and an intellectual.

The following two texts turn to questions of the body and gender. Rebecca Janzen provides a close reading of one of Palou’s novels, Con la muerte en los puños. Janzen reads Palou through questions raised by Christopher Breu on the question of the materiality of the body, which then Janzen turns to the relationship between gender and violence. Janzen shows the way in which “powerful bodies” as represented in fiction can lead to a material understanding of different societal tension. Lilia Adriana Pérez Limón reads Guadalupe Nettel’s autobiographical novel about disability along theoretical debates on “ordinary affects” and depression. Pérez Limón contends that, instead of a system that privileges able-bodiness, Nettel represents an instance in which disabled bodies assemble into communities. From this point, Pérez Limón explores the affective work embedded in dealing with disability and the ways in which that work permits for literature to imagine new conceptions of community and social order. These two texts work within new theoretical paradigms that argue that attentiveness to the materiality of the body, the tensions between its visibility and invisibility and ability and disability, and positive and negative social linkages are features of contemporary literature that allow for new forms of theoretical and political imagination.

The final articles directly engage Mexican literature of the neoliberal era. Two texts discuss the relationship between literature and violence, a central topic in contemporary conversations related to Mexico’s sociopolitical situation connected to drug trafficking and mass murder. Oswaldo Zavala delivers a new entry in his series of articles on the security state and the problematic ways in which literature engages with what he considers government-influenced narrative regarding the drug war. Through an understanding of theories of sovereignty and civil society and a reading of César López Cuadras’s novel Cuatro muertos por capítulo, Zavala calls for a critique that is able to discern what actually constitutes counterhegemonic discourse and which cultural representations mask power relations. Roberto Cruz Arzabal discusses a corpus of poetic and post-poetic works seeking to formalize the various manifestations of violence in Mexico. Engaging with questions of disappropriation and neoliberalism, and the ways in which authors like Eugenio Tisselli, Sara Uribe, Mónica Nepote, and Hugo García Manríquez use textuality to think through the relationship between violence and neoliberalism, Cruz Arzabal puts forward an intelligent theorization of poetry writing in Mexico today. The volume concludes with two chapters that explore the ways in which literature understands and theorizes its own conditions of production and its relationship to other registers of art. Brian Whitener explores the stakes of autonomy and post-autonomy discussions in literature, by thinking relationships of infrastructure and aesthetics. Focusing on cartoneras, independent publishers doing grassroots editions of literary books with recycled carton and paper, and on Rivera Garza’s writings about electronic literature and social media, Whitener is interested in the idea of an understanding of the literary object beyond discussions of its commodity status. Finally, Emilio Sauri works on concepts of art, value, and innovation, in dialogue with the work of Irmgard Emmelhainz and through a reading of Valeria Luiselli. Sauri traverses Luiselli’s engagement with the Museo Jumex and the relationship between art and labor, to understand how the failure of innovation and value provides a window to open the possibility of a postcapitalist imagination.

Notes

1  François Cusset, French Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Co. Transformed the Intellectual Life of the United States (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008).

2  Nicholas Birns, Theory after Theory: An Intellectual History of Literary Theory from 1950 to the Early 21st Century (Peterborough: Broadview, 2010).

3  Joseph North, Literary Criticism: A Concise Political History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017).

4  Raewynn Connell, Southern Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 2009).

5  See Irmgard Emmelhainz, La tiranía del sentido común: La reconversión neoliberal de México (Mexico: Paradiso, 2016).

6  See Cristina Rivera Garza, Los muertos indóciles: Necroescritura y desapropiación (Mexico: Tusquets, 2013).

7  See Heriberto Yépez’s website Border Destroyer for a sample of his recent work: http://www.borderdestroyer.com.

8  Alenka Zupančič, Sobre la comedia: Un extraño en casa, trans. Christina Soto van der Plas (Mexico: Paradiso, 2012).
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Into the “Oriental” Zone: Edward Said and Mexican Literature

Laura Torres-Rodríguez

In his essay “Traveling Theory” (1983), Edward Said was concerned with the problem that arises when a theoretical system is removed from its original social context and transported into a different one.1 This pilgrimage, according to the critic, runs the risk of domesticating “the insurrectionary core” of the theory, insofar as it requires an institutionalization and codification that conditions the theory’s intelligibility, and is determined by a certain abstraction or dissociation from the concrete political concerns that enabled the theory’s emergence as an intellectual response in the first place. Although Said’s essay is specifically referring to Lucien Goldmann’s adaptations of Georg Lukács’s theory of reification, it is not a stretch to think that he is also obliquely reflecting on the destiny or institutionalization of his most important book: Orientalism (1978), to which I owe an inestimable debt.2

At a certain point in the history of its reception within postcolonial studies, Orientalist critique turned into a sort of reading protocol that diluted its potential as a theoretical experiment. Such excessive instrumentalization of the text had the effect of alienating the most interesting studies on Asian-Latin American relations from Said’s work. The reasons for this estrangement were threefold: (i) In the initial moments of the field, it was contended that Orientalist critique was not applicable to Latin American productions about Asia, because the former did not fulfill the imperialist conditions of production that Said posited at the origins of Orientalist discourse.3 (ii) Later, Said’s work was criticized for failing to account for the complexity of the experiences of Asian diasporas in Latin America, and “the ways that polycentric positions and multisited locations constitute diasporic cultures.”4 (iii) And finally, in more conceptual terms, scholars such as Brett Levinson have denounced Said’s “tendency to slide” from an “existential” understanding of otherness to “an ontological” one. Thus, for Levinson, “Latin American de-orientalism repeats Orientalism rather than critiquing it, because it ontologizes alterity and cultural difference.”5

Against the grain of these three critiques, in this work I argue that Said’s book still remains relevant for the study of Latin American literature, but only insofar as the critical experiment consists precisely in inhabiting the liminal place that is opened by the discontinuity between theory and vital context. In the essay quoted earlier, Said introduced a distinction between theory and criticism in order to address the problem of a theory’s application in a foreign context. According to him, in such a scenario criticism must become the theory’s spatial and temporal consciousness,

a sort of measuring faculty for locating or situating theory, and this means that theory has to be grasped in the place and the time out of which it emerges as part of that time, working in and for it, responding to it, then consequently that first place can be measured against subsequent places where the theory turns up for use.6

The role of criticism, then, especially literary criticism, would be to account for “the essential untidiness” of theory with regard to its adoptive context as much as with regard to the original one. Without this practice, theory becomes a dogmatic reduction of itself, an ideological trap where “criticism would no longer be possible.”7

Hence, although in this work I once again turn to Said in order to theorize certain problems raised by Orientalism within a Latin American literary context, I do not attempt to do this by making Latin American literary studies fit Said’s theoretical framework. Rather, I bring Mexican literature—whose specificity is tied to a long-running transpacific orientation dating back to the colonial period—to bear on Said’s original formulations. Through questions raised by a literary tradition that is foreign to his original context, I try to respond to the invitation that Said formulates in his 1994 revision of the essay “Traveling Theory Reconsidered”: “Would this not be an alternative mode of traveling theory, one that actually developed away from its original formulation, but [that] instead of becoming domesticated . . . flames out, so to speak, restates and reaffirms its woven inherent tensions by moving to another site?”8 The literary texts I have chosen, then, whose criterion for selection was their explicit representation of transpacific exchange, explore the limits of Said’s theories for thinking the problem of liberal and neoliberal globalization and zoning as seen from the Latin American context. What Mexican literature reveals about Said’s Orientalist critique is that it
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