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PREFACE

Latinx Theater in the Times of Neoliberalism emerges from a combination
of frustration in the rehearsal room and the throes of political rage. Its first
inkling came when I was directing a production of Cherrie Moraga’s The
Hungry Woman in 2006 in the midst of a national debate on immigration
policy which resulted in marches and activism throughout the country.! The
play tells the story of a queer Medea in the midst of a transnational custody
dispute on the Mexican border in a post-NAFTA apocalyptic world. Riffing
on the classic Medea myth, The Hungry Woman is a meditation on geopoliti-
cal violence on the border. A dramatic iteration of her famous 1992 “Queer
Aztlin” essay, the play confronts the economic violence of the 1980s and
1990s in North America as its characters come to terms with the failures of
cultural nationalism.? Moraga’s critique of the neoliberal project in hemi-
spheric iteration was at the center of my concerns, although I am (at least)
a generation removed from the historic Chicano cultural nationalism that
frames the play. Staging The Hungry Woman made me confront the near
impossibility of representing the lived material experience of the neoliberal
condition onstage. How exactly does one stage the destruction and denigra-
tion caused by savage capitalism in the wake of the demise of the U.S. social
welfare state and the move to free-market economies throughout the hemi-
sphere? How can one adequately represent the strucrural inequality created
therein or the spaces it most frequently inhabits? To literally represent the
U.S.-Mexico border on stage is to risk reifying its violence in a too localized
manner. Alternately, ro be allusive (or elusive) is to stage a metaphor devoid
of material reality. Four years later, I faced the problem again when I directed
En Las Manos de la Muerte, a play written by a student about narcotraf-
fic and the enigmatic Mexican popular saint Santa Muerte (Saint Death).?
Representing the insatiable violence of transnational business risked the play
being made into something like a stock blockbuster action movie: a parade
of young men making bad choices down there rather than being soldiers of
commerce for us up here. [ asked myself: How does one render economic
violence as viscerally as the physical violence that propels the action of narco-
realistic representations? How does one make the connection between these
forms of violence palpable? How does one represent transnational consum-
erism on stage? How and when does one step out of realism so as to avoid
reifying violence as spectacle, allowing it to do the political work Tiffany Ana
Lopez claims of the violence in Migdalia Cruz’s plays? Or, alternately, when
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does one employ theatrical realism to avoid metaphor? The problem of how
to render economic violence and its “real” embodied iterations theatrically
without resorting to simplistic metaphors, cheap equivalency, universalism,
or over-literalism haunts me years later. Although I have no fail-safe theatrical
or dramaturgical solution to these conundrums, the plays and performances
I write abourt in this book sketch out contours of possibility. I adamantly
believe that the very problem of representing geopolitical economic violence
onstage has consequences for thinking about these problems offstage. It is for
this reason that I am dedicated to close reading theatrical performance as a
mode of political thinking under neoliberal capitalism.

I define neoliberalism as a political and economic philosophy whose pro-
ponents espouse free markets and privatization of state enterprises as the
mode by which prosperity and democracy are best reached, These policies,
which include IMF interventions, NAFTA, shifts in immigration policy, the
escalation of border industrialization initiatives, and varied austerity pro-
grams have also created the conditions for many of the most tumultuous
events in the Americas in the last forty years. These phenomena include the
support of dictatorships in the Southetn Cone, the 1994 Cuban Rafter Crists,
contemporary femicide in Judrez, Mexico, the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas,
Mexico, and the rise of narcotrafficking as a violent and vigorous global
business throughout the Americas. In Latinx Theater in the Times of Neo-
liberalism, 1 explore how Latinx artists’ concerns with these conditions in
the Americas have encouraged them ro develop innovative theatrical modes
of representation to address this violence. I use the term Latinx to signal a
gender neutral cultural signifier, so as to be truly inclusive of all genders of
persons of Latin American cultural identity without resorting to a gender
binary. This book differs from critical works in Latinx studies that only
racely address theater and performance as a key mode of cultural produc-
tion; it also stands apart from theater and performance studies texts that
primarily consider Latinx theater as a mode of articulating ethnic identity
asfor difference. Instead this book concentrates on how Latinx playwrights
critique contemporary geopolitics by making theater that reveals neoliberal
violence as a systemic condition that is visibly, audibly, and tangibly com-
prehensible in its variations. There are two questions that I anticipate here:
Why U.S. Latinx writers, and why theater? The first question gestures toward
the fact that Latin American artists and intellectuals should be privileged as
cultural workers and witnesses describing the situation in which they live,
especially since U.S. citizens so rarely read and consider their voices. Yer, |
would argue that the point of view of U.S. Latinx persons who have affective
and familial ties to Latin American sites, histories, and politics are some-
times the most agile at underscoring the particular transnational intricacies
of neoliberal politics. On a formal level, the U.S. Latinx writers I consider
in this book purposefully and consciously navigate many of the U.S.-based
tropes and narratives that are so corrosive in dismissing neoliberal violence:
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blaming its victims, naturalizing its effects as ine_:vitable, or suggesting indi-
vidualistic achievement as the only way out of impoverishment. Fo.r many
minoritarian subjects, neoliberal discourses rhyme with longer—star_ldmg rac-
ist U.S. discourses used to explain away inequality as a result qf la.zmess, lack
of ambition, or failure to assimilate to mainstream I.J:S. (_capltallst) culture.
This makes them particularly sensitive to these mobilizations on a transna-
tional scale. These playwrights are modeling a mode of concern tl?at breaks
with earlier models of solidarity, attempting instead to self-.con‘scu)l.lsly use
their roles as “halfies”—whose “national or cultural identlty is l'mxed by
virtue of migration, overseas education or parentage”—to think rigorously
about transnational conditions.® Within anthropology, halfie researchers are
acknowledged to have some privileged insight into and access to the cultures
that they write about, while nor being fully immersed men;nbers of th_at cul-
ture. Like reflexive anthropologists the Latinx artists I consider use their roles
as insiders/outsiders strategically. In fact, many of the artists actually stage
their distance from the experience of those they write about, perfoz:mmg‘ a
new mode of solidarity based on the differences in experience and ldentFty
between author, character, and persona.” And even when they are ambiv-
alent about this difference, as in the case of Cherrie Moraga,_t}{eu_' use of
formal theatrical devices within their works warn agail:lst simphsqc ldeIas ?f
authenticity that have derailed many theoretical discussions about identity in
neoliberal times. _ o _
My answer as to why theater also begins with a guahﬁcz_mcm. I recognize
that many other forms of media may in fact be more influential because larger
portions of the population have access to them. Theater targets a smaller and
often exclusive audience, making its critique less widely available tha_n other
forms. Yet there is some potential in this lesser scope. While there_ is often
pressure in commercial theater to make bankable work, th_ere are mc!ept.:n-
dent and university theaters that can afford to flout the desire for caplta!lst,
individualistic heroic narratives. Mass-produced media have a harder time
doing this, especially considering the emphasis on test marketing to create
the largest possible audience to render greater potential Prof:it. In afldmon, in
the theater, relations between the United States and Mexico in parncul:n_; and
between the United States and Latin America more generally, are not primar-
ily embedded in a film industry dominated by cr_in_le drgrnas anfl espionage
tropes, meaning that theater does not have to participate in a ﬁlmlc mduan:?l
complex aimed at allaying or escalating U.S. fca‘rs about security and crimi-
nality in refationship to the permeability of national borders. Ct_:rtamly, the
theater often likes its heroes as much as film does, as the markenn_g of Mat-
thew Paul Olmos, so go the ghosts of méxico, part 1, which 1 dis_cuss in chapter
3, will make clear. Yet the entrepreneurial ideal is less natl{rallzed because of
how we make theater—often in communities of cooperation rather than as
primarily solo pursuits. Quite simply, I believe that theater’s e_‘,malln.ess and its
lack of mainstream relevance allow us to tell different stories. (Lin-Manuel
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Miranda’s hit musical Hamilton, about the eponymous figure imagined as a
man of color, is an exception, of course, it notably being a tale of entrepre-
neurship.) In a similar vein, the locality of theater at the site of production
can privilege ideas, concepts, narratives, and subject matters that do meet
national and international standards of popular interest, expanding the pos-
sibilities for representing local, global, and glocal concerns for divergent
cominunities,

Attention to what theater can’t do is equally important. The very limi-
tations of the stage—of what can be represented and not—illuminates the
{im)mobilities, violence, erasures, temporalities, and cramped sites of neo-
liberal life in the Americas. For example, theater is largely incapable of
depicting the large-scale violence found in feature films and documentaries
on narcotraffic or the epic scope of mainstream narco-narratives; theater’s
alignment of bodies in bounded space points to the limitations of movement
across borders and through territory; theater’s simultaneous materiality and
abstrnction-—namely, its inability ro seamlessly represent reality with real
things—articulates how objects transform under transnational capitalism;
and, in some cases, the retention of the theatrical frame, rather than its era-
sure, serves as a reminder of our position as spectators of neoliberal capital
as a (dis)organized performance. My claims about theater, here, if universal-
ized, are not new, Herbert Blau, Spencer Golu b, Bett States, and Alice Rayner,
among others, have made persuasive arguments for the power of theatricality
in the theater.® What is new about this book is my emphasis on how theatrical
strategies reveal the way economic structures displace, discipline, and disin-
tegrate bodies and souls under neoliberal global capitalism in the Americas,

The book’s introduction is followed by four chapters, each of which
explores a differenc political, social, and historical phenomenon created by

neoliberal economic practices in the Americas. The introduction provides a

brief history of neoliberalism, then moves on to explain why Latinx chearer

is a crucial nexus of political critique. The first chapter considers how Latinx
playwrights in the United States engaged with NAFTA, privatization, and
economic liberalization by mobilizing indigenous culture, cosmology, and
identity within their plays. The works I examine include Cherrie Moraga’s

Giving Up the Ghost ( 1986/1994), The Hungry Woman (2001/2005 ), Heart

of the Earth: A Popul Vid Story (1994), and New Fire: To Make Things Right

Again (2012); Michael John Garcés’s points of departure (2005); and Luis

Valdez’s Mummified Deer (2000) and Earthquake Sun (2004). This chapter

explores the fate of pan-indigenous movements as a ground of social change

in the Americas, revisiting the possibilities and failures of cultural national-
ism along the way. Rather than dismissing these plays as co-opting indigenous
practice, I argue that they reveal long-standing and complicated engagements
with theatricality as well as the history of indigenous practice in the Ameri-
cas over the last forty years. The historical focus of this chapter illuminates
the shifting representational practices from the 1970s to present. It is also
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here that I think critically about post—revolutio'nar}.' eschatology asha mod't;_ ;l)i
undoing the exoticization of indigenous practices in U.s. Latmq t’ eatffr.ts N
second half of the chapter, which features Mn_chael John Garcves shpofr\n f
departure, reveals how his rethinking of cllassllcal dram.aturgy int eChmetnr
cas ultimately leads to the end of the tragic !1l?eral sEJb|ect :Ixshhc}fo. :(\ip gf
2 explores plays about the 1994 Balseros Crisis, du_rmg w}}If: t (l)jusanP]s !
rafters left Cuba because of the horrendou.s economic condmonsd t h(I:re. a);s
I examine include Eduardo Machado’s Kissing Fidel (200_5 ) an . ;’mj;u; y:
Waiting (2001), Jorge Cortifias’s Sleepwalkers (1999), Carmlac(ij SI\;C i: I;’ene
igal Kiss {1999), Nilo Cruz’s A Bicycl_e Country (1999), an Rart ene
Fornés’s Manual for a Desperate Crossmg.(1996) a_nd Balseros ( ag ers}; n
opera based on that script {1997). In pamCLlllar, this cha.ptel_' col:md egs 't? ”
theatrical renderings of temporality and motion make shﬂits in the definitio :
of exile and migrant visible. They also articulate how natlon:ill_narr;ltswes .ol
progress—Marxian and capitalist—are upended by the realltles .oh ’?(teleae
Period Cuba. Nested within queer affect, th.ese critiques of ‘strallgl : ft im
and history reveal how queer time functions in _everyday neolll?era l_e}.1 |
Chapter 3 considers representations of fem.lmde in the Amerlca.;, wit Ss;:1 t
cial emphasis on the killings in Judrez, Mexico, from ,1993 ot ; %e :,e,;
Plays I consider in this chapter include Vlcto’r Cazares's T‘b? %e_a Z,—,‘n
of Judrez-Town & Smiley (2008), Coco FI‘JSCO s The Incred:bie :saipeN 5
Woman (2003), Caridad Svich’s Iphigenia Crash Lands Falls on tI eo io’s
Shell That Was Once Her Heart (A Rave Fable) (2004), anq Manlse aC rh::s
Braided Sorrow (2008). I also consider two plays by I\{Iexncan' P aévl\lrr_lg_ !
translated and presented in the United Statef& by Latinx arnstsH n;nrriz
Marin and Jimmy Noriega, respectively: Mujeres de .Arena b)f u?;-oi 1)
Lépez (2004) and Cristina Michaus’s Wom.en of Ciudad :]uarezd that.
My analysis explores the limits of dramflturglcal and narrz?nlve mo esr that
attempt to display, investigate, or authenucgte these acts of violence asd c mes
that can be solved. At the same time, I con‘51d'er l:now the frequent produc on
of documentary plays may be a form of senalnFy in ltsE:If that underslcores t .':1n
in the times of neoliberalism, necropolitical v1olence.|s.a constant% move ot-
to consider how many playwrights cmbra.ce IlOl'll‘EilllSt!C l.nodesd ohrepr_esel?
ing violence as an ethical mode that illummat_es the seriality and t f_:atru.;lat [?é
of the crimes themselves. While some playwrights redefine the lt]ra‘gu: an A
obscene (obscaena, the literal offstage), others concentrate on the impossi
i ing other. ‘
lwglfl:;f;m;nEXZmines plays about narco_trafﬁc that installltnz:ltc; the rei:nc;
tionship between physical and economic v.lolen’c:e in the Unite ; tatefsi la <
Mexico. I explore how many Latinx playwrlghts chmces.to stray from film 5
narco-realism make their plays more effective at reveal_m'g the connecu?r;-
between economic opportunity, performances of masculinity, and cxcrucmi "
ing violence. I also consider how the emergence of thq narcoentl;cpre:c?ur
the Americas links Foucault’s concept of homo econemicus to the long history
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of drug trafficking. Because most of the works I consider were written during
and depict the period of Mexico’s narcoguerra under former president Felipe
Calderén_ {2006-2012), they also examine how the Mexican state staged vio-
lence to its own ends. Plays considered include Victor Cazares’s Religiones
Gringas (2011) and Ramses contra los monstrios (2013), Tanya Saracho’s
El Nogalar (2011), Octavio Solis’s Santos y Santos (1993) and Dreamiandia
(2000}, and Martthew Paul Olmos’s so 8o the ghosts of méxico, part 1 (2013).
My conclusion will illuminate the stakes of thinking theatrically about hemi-
spheric neoliberalism at the cultural moment in which this book was written.
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146 Chapter:3

the Americas exactly because of how Iphigenia Crash Land Falls eschews
realism. The wounds left on the bodies of the fresa girls echo Violeta’s, link-
ing torture by the military police and the extinction of women’s bodies at the

Mexico border. Chapter 4
The preponderance of drug consumption in Svich’s play links pleasure, -
subjectivity, and capital in uncomfortable ways. Iphigenia’s escape, after allj +

is a journey into the pleasures of Ecstasy and chemical self-loss; she is a?90s =
club kid reminiscent of Michael Alig and his crew, a crew that emerged with,
the intensification of Mexican drug trafficking. The play makes the relation-
ship between narcotrafficking and governance explicit. When Svich createsa =
standoff between corporations, the Zero gang drug traffickers, and the gov-
ernment, she links governmental and nongovernmental actors throughout the
hemisphere. When she introduces Camila’s and Orestes’s drug-induced hazes, =
she articulates the connective corridor of narcotics from the site in which
coca is grown (presumed to be Colombia, South America) and where it often|
ends up, in the narcotrafficked border of Mexico on its way to the United
States. Today, after six years of the Calder6n’s narcoguerra and two years of
Enrique Pefia Nieto’s war on the left, we could push harder on these represen-
tations, revealing that the government and the traffickers are complicit-with
each other rather than in an adversarial relationship. In the next chapte; I8
will explore these entanglements in the work of Octavio Solis, Tanya Sarachoj -
Victor Cazares, and Matthew Olmos. Each of these playwrights confronts i
the complex economic and social history of narcotrafficking throughout the - .reveals the deep relationship between U.S. neoliberalism and transnational
hemisphere while gesturing toward different modes of thinking about how! ' lrug commerce.?
the dead might rise among us. - For most viewers, Dallas Buyers Club is not a movie about narcotraffic;
! itis a movie about AIDS, the inefficiency of the federal government, and the
bravery of an HIV-infected man who figures out how to use alternative drug
regimes, often in addition to azidothymidine (AZT) to make a cocktail, and
‘how/to get these non-FDA-approved drugs into the United States. Based on
the life of Ron Woodroof, Dallas Buyers Club was wildly successful. To the
“consternation of many viewers, myself included, this film effectively erased
‘the collective forms of DIY medical research and distribution enacted by
queer persons and their allies that characterized most buyers’ clubs and advo-
| cacy, organizations. Critics such as A. O. Scott, who praised the acting in
| the film, juxtaposed Dallas Buyers Club with How to Survive a Plague—an
" award-winnifig documentary that follows ACT UP’s activism in the 1980s.
“How to Survive a Plague convincingly argues that this activism led to legal
dispensation of the cocktail and the effective end of an HIV-positive diag-
' nosisas death sentence.” Scott and others also rightfully criticized the film’s
portrayal of trans characters and its stubborn insistence on employing a
straight white male protagonist with homophobic tendencies as a hero in the
ATDS struggle.
. What was virtually unremarked upon was the way in which Dallas Buy-
ers\Glub valorized entrepreneurship as an individualistic mode of activism,

Swallowing the *80s (W)Hole: Millennial
Drama of the Narcoguerra

" Narcotrafficking is a primary contributor to the transnational American
imaginary, in part because of the role of U.S. and Mexican films. In the United
States, the most famous of these films are Searface, whose poster graces the
walls of many a narcotrafficker’s home, and Traffic, a film that collated a
series of famous rumors about 1980s and *90s narcotraffic into a moralistic
parable aimed at preserving the heteronormative family—as nation—as the
defense against drug consumption.! An inadvertent, more recent meditation
t also relevant here: Dallas Buyers Club, which clumsily and unintentionally
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encased within this white male body as an ideal conduit. While Woodroof:
certainly has a staff that helps him, including a trans friend and a butch black
*woman, most of the research about the disease and trips to fetch the drugs are
solo treks by Woodroof, who works with doctors around the world to obtain,
portions of the cocktail. Nothing in any review I have found mentioned the
political implications of his trips to Mexico—the primary place he purchased
drugs—or the role of Latinx persons in the film. But they are everywhere, hid-
den in plain sight. The first appearance by a Latino is when Woodroof ends
up being diagnosed with AIDS after a workplace accident. After indulging:
in the requisite racialized insults, Woodroof tries to help this undocumented!
(and never named) Latino worker to escape from an oil drill by cutting the
power. This solution is the only possible one as the supervisor in charge is
unwilling to call for medical help because of the worker’s immigration status.
When the surge he tries to stymie knocks Woodroof out, he ends up in the
hospital, linking an act of supposed generosity toward a Latino subject to his.
own self-discovery. The first person to get Woodroof the contraband AZT is|
a nameless Latino orderly, who dumps pills for him behind the hospital for.
pay. And finally, there are Woodroof’s trips to Mexico to obtain many of the
drugs he needs for the club. The footage in Mexico is nondescript, featuring
a fairly standard border crossing by car into the desert, tapping into standard!
dramaturgies of crossing. Yet the doctor from whom he is obtaining drugs
is supposedly in Mexico City, a megalopolis in the mountains never seen on|
film. This elision reveals a certain U.S. imaginary of Mexico which erases
Mexican modernity and cosmopolitanism in its desire to preserve an idea of:
Mexico as less civilized or advanced than the United States; not surprisingly,
this trope underscores the lack of regulation in Mexico, allowing Woodroof:
his entrepreneurial virtuosity.

Dallas Buyers Club betrays a racial unconscious in which the business of:
narcotraffic is a Latino affair. Brown bodies are everywhere in the background
of the film, reminding us of the traffic in bodies and goods between Mexico
and the United States, and particularly Mexico and Texas in the neoliberal
"90s. The twist is that the Mexican bodies are not associated with the copious
cocaine Woodroof snorts in the early scenes of the movie but with the antiviral
drugs usually considered to be part of the licit economy of medical institu-
tions. The film, despite its nationalist essentialism and casual state-o-phobia,
exposes a more complex relationship between the biomedical industry, nar-
cotraffic, and the emergence of the antistatist entrepreneur as hero. The film
backwardly admits that the 1980s inaugurates a form of entrepreneurship
deeply embedded in the business of drugs—the period critic Hermann Her-
linghaus calls the pharmacological era.’ Viewers of Breaking Bad will also

be familiar with these figures. They lurk within our romance of the (straight)!

white male entrepreneur, who stands out in a sea of lesser Latino luminaries.§
This detour into film to introduce a series of Chicano/a plays on narcotraf-
fic highlights their dramaturgical and political difference from mainstream,
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even critical mainstream, representations of drug trafficking. In contrast to
their filmic companions, the plays by Cazares, Saracho, Olmos, and Solis
consciously take on the idea of the entrepreneur and the specters of the nar-
coguerra as a state-sponsored war. Rather than remaining in an apolitical
present, these plays track the current moment in a much longer history of
Mexico and the United States. In doing so, they show the trenchant links
berween the dominance of drug trafficking and the deep history of neoliberal-
ism, including its inducement of everyday performances of self. It is often the
theatricality of these works—the impossibility of representing horrors within
the frame of narco-realism—that harbors their most trenchant critiques. This
issue becomes most crucial when thinking about the visibility of violence
under the current narcoguerra.

I learned this lesson firsthand when I directed a student play about drug
trafficking and Santa Muerte titled En las Manos de la Muerte, by Alexan-
dra Bernson.” Bernson, a student of Latino/a descent, became interested in
the recent history of drug trafficking and its relationship to Santa Muerte
while taking a playwriting class. Muerte is a folk saint, associated with both
death and the Virgin, who is known as a patron saint of those outside of
cultural norms, including drug dealers, prisoners, and queers.® Bernson’s play
followed the lives of two young men, Benecio and Incenio, who decide to
dedicate their lives to the business and to Santa Muerte to escape the very
limited opportunities of their northern Mexican pueblo. The play plays at
the edge of narco-realism. As in many movies, successful and unsuccessful
performances of masculinity function as harbingers of possibility in the narco
world. The moral centers of the play, not surprisingly, are women: Benecio’s
girlfriend and Incenio’s mother, neither of whom convinces their male loved
ones to leave the business, Santa Muerte’s seduction is too great.

Although the play largely replicates many of the genre expectations of
narco-realistic films and their gender politics, there were openings in the
script to show the queer everyday worship of Santa Muerte and to depict the
real violence of narcotraffic without sensationalism. The violence was not
made metaphorical; I staged the scenes somewhat realistically so as to avoid
aestheticization of violence. At the same time, I underscore the playwright’s
attempts to avoid abjecting or heroizing narcotraffickers or their victims.
The importance of reproducing images of these killings within the media was
staged by shbwing the murderers taking pictures without actually reproduc-
ing the images of the dead themselves. In addition, a great deal of context
was provided to the audience to underscore the geopolitical realities of nar-
cotraffic, which were not in the script itself: U.S. complicity with the regime,
the increased brutality of Calderén’s narcoguerra, and the post-NAFTA eco-
nomic situation in rural communities.

This context is also the backdrop for the plays I consider here, The pas-
sage of drugs on land through Central America and Mexico escalated after
the crackdown on water transport to Miami, whose heyday is chronicled in



150 - Chapter 4

Miami Vice and other forms of early 80s narco-realism. In the older regime,
Colombian cocaine was transported by boat to the United States. After this
pathway was blocked in the 1990s cocaine began to be transported through
Mexican intermediaries who were not producing or controlling product but
being paid as employees to carry it for the Colombian cartels. Soon, however,
the Mexicans created cartels of their own, with their own regional differ-
ences and rivalries, which were often managed rather than eradicated by
the police, military, and politicians from the United States and Mexico. The'
Mexican cartels also began growing heroin and marijuana in much larper
quantities, while also displacing many of the Colombian cartels as control-
lers of cocaine. Refusing to be complicit with the system, at least ostensibly,
was Felipe Calderdn, the Mexican president from 2006 to 2012, who called
for a war on drugs at the beginning of his term. His desire to attack nar-
cotraffickers directly has led not to their eradication or loss in profits but to
an ever more violent Mexico with more entrenched acephalous nerworks,
For many in Mexico, Calderon is as much of an assassin as the drug lords.
In fact, he might have simply favored certain traffickers rather than oth-
ers instead of eradicating them. There is, of course, a much longer history
of drug trafficking and production between the United States and Mexico
that goes back to the Porfiriato—an issue I will address later in the chapter
in relation to Cazares’s work. At this point, however, | wish to trace the
history of narcotraffic as depicted in work by Latinx playwrights, begin-
ning with Octavio Solis. Solis’s Santes y Santos (1993) and Dreamlandia
{2000), which take on the business of narcotraffic before the narcoguerra,
suggest the dramaturgical innovations necessitated by the changing practice
of drug trafficking and the performative gestures embedded within narcoen-
trepreneurship. Together with plays by Saracho, Cazares, and Olmos, Solis's:
works articulate a neoliberal pharmacological economy in the Americas, the
emergence of an entrepreneurial form of selfhood necessitated by economic
conditions, and a particular form of movement between the United States
and Mexico which undoes the unidirectional northward migration narra-
tive. In exploring these playwrights works together, I explore how Latinx:
dramaturgical thinking can complicate the historiographical geography of:
neoliberalism.

Solis’s Santos y Santos: Past as Prologue

One could argue that the genealogy of narco-dramas on the U.S. Latinx stage
emerges with Octavio Solis’s Santos y Santos, a play that interrogates the
boundary between licit and illicit transnational business in a pre-NAFTA era
of neoliberalism.? First produced at the Dallas Theater Center in 1994, this
play, set in “the heady mid-eighties,” revolves around two Chicano broth-
ers, Fernie and Mike Santos, who supplement their law firm earnings with!
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drug trafficking.'® The entrance of a third brother, Tomis, who disapproves
of this practice and rats on them to the police, sets off a series of events that
violently ends the brothers’ business as well as many lives, including that of
a federal judge. Written around the time of NAFTA was being passed (1994},
and with acute hindsight regarding labor practices, the play hearkens to the
era in which Mexican and U.S. traffickers were intermediaries for the Colom-
bian cartels, when conspicuous consumption of cocaine was at its height in
the United States.

From this temporal distance, Solis underscores shifts in labor made more
striking in the later neoliberal period—the move from material to immaterial
labor among the Latinx middle classes. The Santos brothers are the sons of
a furniture maker. Although their role as lawyers registers a standard nar-
rative of upward mobility in which manual labor is replaced by brain work
or immaterial labor for subsequent generations, the play also documents the
move away from making one’s living from the production of material objects
for consumption to the transport {but not production) of consumable phar-
macological products. I believe that this contrast is more important than the
juxtaposition of licit and illicit activity that the morality of the play ostensi-
bly hinges upon: the conundrum created by the fact that Latinx lawyers who
do good in the community also use and sell drugs.

Like many of Solis’s plays, Santos is haunted by white men’s abjected
love for Mexican culture, particularly Mexican women, underscoring the
erotic relationship underneath transnational transits, This attraction/repul-
sion threatens his Anglo characters’ clean ties to belonging exclusively to a
white U.S. nation, exposing a more complicated history. Judge Benton, whom
the Santos men eventually kill, is a case in point. Early in the play, Benton
approaches Tomas at a banquet to convince him to work for him, tapping
into Tomds’s discomfort with his brothers’ “dirty work” {which may or may
not tap into some form of Chicano self-hatred). Tommy, as he is often called
in the play, rejects the offer, but the judge admits that he has a child with a
prostitute in Judrez whose eyes remind him of Tommy’s, which makes Tommy
a sort of a son to the judge. The judge’s ode to Tommy, while framed within
an act of heterosexual sex, nonetheless resounds with a certain homoeroti-
cism. The judge confesses the following in his encounter with the prostitute:
“but this santos runt, this beautiful boy, he pierces my soul, with a message
deep, dark.”!! Crossing the border, for the judge, is an intimate and eroticized
act as is his paternity of Tommy, queering what seems to be a very orthodox
paternal relation. Tomds’s relationship to Judge Benton is the background
against which other forms of legacy, futurity, and family appear. In the most
literal sense, Tommy survives by killing Benton, after Tommy has already
betrayed his own family. Yet Tommy has no legacy because his progeny does
not survive. His child with his brother’s wife, Vicki, dies when she miscarries

after her husband beats her up. In relation to the other plays I consider in this

volume, however, Tommy's form of “no future” {in terms of reproductivity)
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feels more dystopic than liberating. Constant references are made to charac-
ters’ anxiety about providing for their family as a form of futurity and the®
bleak world that does nor allow for the survival of the Latinx family within
the rubric of the American dream. '
Solis, however, avoids individualizing this plight, that is, making the San-
tos family’s foibles the cause of their failures, by carefully undoing the idea’
of the American dream in rapturous dystopian speeches. These ecstatic dia-
logues and speeches ironize both U.S. exceptionalist rhetorics of justice and
self-congratulatory paeans to cultural hybridity endemic to the era. Consider,
for example, the prose poem, for which I use the term reverie, delivered by
the judge and Tomis: %

' the rhetoric that holds this form of subjectivity in place. This formal innova-
tion begs us to rethink the dramaturgy of liberal democracy itself. Here, as in
| Dreamlandia, the reverie also undoes the self in a productive way, even when
- the content of the speeches is ironic.

While the play remains within U.S. borders, Solis’s critique of the coming
transnational pharmacological regime is eerily prescient, forming a precursor
 for other works I consider in this chapter. Written on the eve of the passage
of NAFTA, their riff on the false hope of free trade is scathing. In retrospect,
of course, this passage is even more barbed: rather than building the Mexican
‘economy, NAFTA debilitated it, except, of course, for a few northern busi-
- nesses, including narcotrafficking, which it greatly bolstered. Judge Benson
- and Tommy’s reverie encapsulates Solis’s larger critique of the transnational
drug industry throughout the play. Everyday dealers are portrayed as victims
 ofthe larger system. The overarching critique comes from Fernie, who says of
‘the judge: “He’s just a little #10co in the bigger conspiracy! I'm talking ongo-
ing colonial imperialism for our pinchi souls, man. Drugs are the twenty-first
- century conquistadores. Mikey is a victim of the International Narcotics
\Trade! A huge motherfucking enterprise that cannot be done without the
(1A, the FBI the DEA, the INS, and even the Holy Church who has realized
that the opiate of the people is OPIUM.”"* The indictment of the system here
“toes not play into the phobia of the state espoused by many 1U.S. movies
“about narcotraffic. Instead, Solis’s play reveals how drug trafficking exploits
and extends earlier historical modes of domination.

~ Solis’s invocation of the border is equally revisionist. Rather than fetishize
_the border as a site of crime, he thinks of El Paso-Juirez as a2 node in a
larger geographical network that implicitly gestures to the history of com-
‘merce throughout greater Mexico. The Santos brothers’ father’s origin in
‘Concordia, Sinaloa, is worth noting. Concordia, as the play tells us, is an area
Enown for furniture production: a famous licit business. Yet, for most read-
ets today and perhaps even in the *90s, Sinaloa brings to mind the Sinaloa
bartel, Although this cartel was ascendant around the time Santos y Santos
as written, there is a longer history of trafficking in the area. Sinaloa har-
bored some of the first attempts ac mass production of marijuana and its
thistribution from the ’60s onward." The areas where the furniture and drug
enterprises originate are at opposite ends of the state, yet their juxtaposition
gestures to nadtcotraffic as a form of transnational commerce, rather than
just being a crime. Like furniture building, narcotraffic is intimately related
toithe upward mobility of Mexicans on both sides of the border. Rather
‘than' remaining an amorphous evil sited at an abjected location, as in U.S.

TOoMAS: LA VIRGIN DE JUSTICIA

JUDGE: appointed by the people for a drug-free America .
TOMAS: our sierra madre oriental

ToMAs: ROPA PARA TODA LA FAMILIA

JUbDGE: MOLE WITH YOUR METHODONE

TomAs: DUTY-FREE GOODS

Jubpce: FREE TRADE AGREEMENTS

TomAs: AND ALL THE REHAB PROGRAMS, CITIZEN PATROLS,
THE INTERDICTION AND STIFF SENTENCING, THE DEATH
PENALTIES WILL BE OBSOLETE ;

Junce: DRUG-TURF CRIME WILL VANISH ACROSS THE
COUNTRY

TomAs: AND THE RACE OF MOCTEZUMA WILL AT LAST
ACHIEVE FULL CITIZENSHIP

JupGe: YES YES YESS5555 =

ToMAs: DON'T GET ME WRONG, 1 LOVE MY PEOPLE 1

JuDngGe: IT SHOWS IN EVERY FIBER OF YOUR BEING.!?

The near orgasmic rhythm of their exchange, resolves into equivocation:
about and recrimination of Mexican people (“DON'T GET ME WRONG G
I LOVE MY PEOPLE”), undoing the possibility of liberation through'U.S;
judicial paradigms. Tomds’s line, in fact, is repeated after appearing earlier.
in the conversation when he tries to explain that Mexicans are in “a cycle'?
they can’t get out of and thus “it is not our fault,” echoing the desultory dis:
course of the Moynihan Report. The elision between the men’s voices allo ;
rhetoric to perform outside of an agonistic relationship berween characte_r's_i L
with opposing points of view. In this regard, Solis’s use of the reverie for- fiimic dramaturgy, in Santos, narcotraffic is a ruthless business, but a busi-
mally undoes the autonomy of individual subjectivity and dialogic debate!b"): g ‘ness nonetheless. Solis’s evocation of narco-masculinity, the performance of
blurring the voices of seemingly disparate characters. By disrespecting thesa masculinity so key to this genre, is less stringently critiqued as performance
borders, Solis undoes the very bedrock of U.S. American Aristotelian dramé.: :f'_h_'an it will be in Dreamlandia. Nonetheless, he clearly sees how the desire for
turgy and liberal democracy—the autonomous subject—as he dcnamfnli'ﬂ_; tultural nationalist belonging, masculinity, violence, and consumption work
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together: one only needs to watch the Santos brothers bond over a cocaing-
laden painting of Pancho Villa while verbally undressing the secretary to ses
the full majesty of this complex. That the brothers are forced to murder soon
after this scene presages the new mode of violence Sayak Valencia describes
as “capitalismo gore.” As Valencia explains,

soN1a: Crown your head with knowledge. Everything a worldly man
needs to know.

(Lazaro is fed data via beadphones and reading material.)

FRANK/CARL/SETH: Texas History, Texas Monthly, Austin City Limits,
Dallas Cowboys, price of oil per barrel, EDS, Bill Moyers, Wail Sereet
Journal, Beemer 500 series.

soN1a: This is El Paso, gateway to the North, city on the cusp of Time.

FRANK: And this Juarez, back door to the Third World, to all parts
Mexican,

CELESTINO: This is Rio Bravo, Rio Grande, Rio Polluted . . .

soNiaA: The river that separates and binds cities to el Organismo.

CELESTINO: And this is my grand enterprise, the NexMex Maquiladora.
Our fine addition to the two-plant system of the U.S. and
Mexiconomies.

5ONIA: One factory in El Paso for assembling parts by robotics. One
factory in Juarez for assembling parts by hand. Together these plants
collaborate to bring 1o America its finest contribution.

CELESTINO: Television.

FRANK: This is the US Border Patrol, an arm of the Immigration and
Naturalization Service, sovereign protector of America’s boundaries,
watching out for illicit goods and persons. This agency stems the
flood of narcotics threatening the Great Organism,

CELESTINO: But to keep pace with fraficantes, we bargain with the
Devil. A number of select cartels find safe passage north for a special
toll and secret information on rival groups.

soNIA: This fee is funneled through the NexMex account where it is
recycled as clean money."”

We propose that the term capitalismo gore as reinterpretation of an
hegemonic and global economy in geographical border spaces and
those that are economically precarious. We take the term gore from
the cinematic genre that describes extreme, “slasher” violence. With
capitalismo gore, then, we refer to the explicit and unnecessary spill-
ing of blood {the price the Third World pays to hold onto the logic
of capitalism, which is always becoming more extreme), the high
percentage of dismemberments and disembowelments frequently
involved with organized crime, the binary division of gender and the
predatory use of bodies, all within the medium of a most explicit
violence as a tool of narco-empowerment. '

The post-NAFTA version of this violent complex of capitalism is more clearly,
delineated in Dreamlandia, which I will consider next.

Solis’s Switch-Up: Revising the Border, Undoing the Organism

Dreamilandia updates and retells Pedro Calderon de la Barca’s Golden Age
play La vida es suefio (Life Is a Dream) on the U.S. Mexico border at El Pasof;
Juarez." Produced in 2000, the play concentrates on the struggle between
a narcotrafficker and maquila boss, Celestino, and his son, Lazaro, whom
he banished to an island in the Rio Grande between the United States and
Mexico to prevent being usurped by him in his drug business. As in Calde-
ron’s play, a son forgives his father for his sins, which include not taking
his mother to a hospital when he was born so as to prevent his relationship
with the drug-addicted Vivian and his larger participation in the drug trads
from being exposed. The curse that Lazaro carries in this play comes from!
the midwife, Dolores, who saved him by pulling him out of his mothers
stomach. Blanca, the midwife’s child with Frank, unravels the mystery oft
her U.S. blcultural identity of the course of the play. Along the way to these’
revelations and resolutions, the play allows audiences to see a panorama
of scenes in magquilas, roadside hotels, and border patrol stakeouts at e
Juirez-El Paso border. By linking exploitive labor in the maquilas, the 19905
drug trade, femicides, and the militarized borderlands, Dreamlandia registers:
the effects of the decade of history after Santos y Santos. :

When Celestino is educatmg Lazaro into his new role in the busmess, he
explains his transnational empire:

\This passage reveals the interweaving of licit and illicic businesses as well as
'the selective discipline of border policing. Celestino not only launders his
- money from his drug smuggling scheme through the maquiladora’s accounts
" blit, as we learn later, sends the drugs over the border packed in TV boxes.
* Unlike the business in Santos, however, drug running is not a side business
" to a legitimafe one. The maquila and the drugs are one business, Celestino’s
tactics imitate forms of trafficking that NAFTA facilitated by deregulating
" inspections on Mexican business vehicles, which allows the cartels to trans-
- port drugs through legitimate vehicles. The heightened militarization of the
. border is to no avail; they may stop laborers from moving, but they allow
" as many narcotics to come in as they stop, often by design. In Dreamlandia,
‘Frank and Celestino’s business relationship represents this collusion, Inter-
estingly, Celestino’s new wife, Sonia, basically runs the company, doing the
feminized work of supervising staff while Celestino’s everyday existence is
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taken up with manipulating officials, drug smugglers, and the like. Like many, -
Judrez businessmen who run maquilas, he lives in El Paso. His house, withiits

twenty-two rooms, resembles a narco-mansion.

Celestino is not what he seems. What we do not know until the end off

the play is that Celestino’s performance as patriarch and boss is also a per-
formance of United States identity, Celestino is also “illegal,” having had the

same hardscrabble life as Pepin. His double performance—made explicit dur- 3

ing a scene where he performs as the street clown he once was in manic

fashion—deepens a theme that runs through Solis’s plays: that the erasure of

one's history as a poor Mexican is necessary to assimilate into U.S. culture,

In a sense, then, the assimilation to U.S. culture is assimilation into capitalist:
success. This allegiance to U.S. capitalism often occurs as much through con-

sumption of U.S. products as through acceptance of U.S. ideology. Yet, unlike
its depiction in Solis’s earlier plays, in Dreamlandia, Mexico ceases to become

a marker of a more ethical past heritage for its Chicano characters. The char-

acters in Dreamlandia cross over and back across the border regularly and!
are deeply mired in Mexico’s present violence. Sonia, in an interesting twist;
grew up poor in the United States before ascending to power by running a

Mexican maquiladora. Senia’s upward mobility by consumption, aided and!
abetted by her learned poise in selling and using high-end cosmetics ina US|

mall, lands her in Judrez rather than in the United States, delineating new.
modes of transnational upward mobility. The discomfort Frank feels in going

to Judrez parallels Judge Benton’s, as does his sexual activity, but he does; ‘

eventually go there rather than staying away.

Celestino’s aversion to Mexico is not that he has to confront his past buty

that he no longer has control of his business in the present, which is a time'
of escalating complexity and violence in narcoentrepreneurship. Bustamante, -
the female drug lord, bothers him, as does the everyday business of the

maquila. He is getting tired and wants to start thinking about an heir, gestur.

ing to the need for an ever-regenerating set of young men to replace those

destroyed by the business—a form of capitalismo gore, of disposable selves, :

Celestino’s training of his son, Lazaro, for this role radically transformsithe
conflicts caused by rules of royal succession in the seventeenth-century play,
into a battle to discipline a young man to thrive in a world ruled by transna-
tional capitalism at the verge of the twenty-first century.

Celestino hopes to make Lazaro a modern narcoentreprenuer in his own

image, channeling Lazaro’s violent nature strategically. Blanca, dressed as a|
male named Alfonso, is hired as his tutor. Rather than doing Celestino’s bid-
ding, however, she urges Lazaro to see the truth abour the narco life and|

follow a more ethical path. Solis concludes his play with logical actions that.

come of this journey. Following a self-consciously theatrical reconciliation
where Lazaro forgives his father, the play ends with Lazaro’s rurn away from
his inheritance. After Celestino jails himself in his son’s former hovel out ofi
shame, Lazaro rejects becoming the new kingpin of his father’s drug and|
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maquila empire. He wades into the water with Blanca, leaving thF narco life
behind. Lazaro links himself with Blanca as family (they are cousins through

Wivian, Frank’s sister and Lazaro’s mother), abandoning capital accumula-

tion, consumerism, and patrilineal kinship and inheritance. Lazaro’s choice
stops him from becoming the organism his father wanted him to become. As

individuated a choice as it is, Lazaro’s decision to not become a monster, a
* “junior” (son of the powerful) who can combine his propensity for violence

with the impunity given to Mexicano/Chicano upper-class sons of prominent
statesmen and business owners, opens the possibility of ending the perpetua-
tion of the narco system. .

A historiographical reading of the play might cast the organism not just
:as Lazaro but as neoliberalism itself. This doubleness is embedded within the
play. Celestino’s first mention of the organism is in reference to how the stars

- determine the fate of the earth. He says “everything moves for the food of

the organism. There, the great bear, the Bull and Dow Jones arrow between
them and over here Sun Microsystems. This is your Mundo Comerciante.”
Soon after, he claims that the Rio Grande “separates and binds the system to
El Organismo.”™ Later, he states: “We tolerate some parasites and some we
don’t. Some lies valued highly as truth, some truths dismissed as idle dreams,
all for the sake of the Organism.”"? Finally, after he calls for fire, Lazaro asks,
“Who is the organism?” to which Celestino replies, “You” (ibid., 46). This
sequence suggests that the organism is both a system and a person: a mode
of violence that will stabilize the transnational commercial world and that
:mode of violence personified. Given the period of the play and the character’s
age, it makes sense that Lazaro would have been born in the ’80s, making

~ his transformation into adulthood the maturation of neoliberalism into the

oorganism at the cusp of the twenty-first century. Given the term’s first defini-

" tion as “a living system that can reproduce itself” and its second definition

as a single living thing, the organism can be both Lazaro and the neolibelral.
Only dearh can stop the system from reproducing, which Lazaro’s ethlc.al
act instantiates, effectively ending the neoliberal regeneration of violence in
the play. -
Solis stages Lazaro’s failure to become the organism as an increasingly
self-conscious performance of narco-masculinity—the very performance of
the gender binary Valencia sees as so important to capitalismo gore. At the
beginning of the play, Blanca/Alfonso, notably as an undocumentec'l Ial:forer
from Mexico, is hired to teach Lazaro basic comporrment. Her job is to
transition him to the social world, while taking the brunt of his early mis-
steps. Celestino, after imparting the historical and contextual informatfon
about border politics he needs to survive, has to help Lazaro do something
harder: learn to order rival smugglers killed and to classify undocumented
migrants as inhuman. At first Lazaro balks at this viclence, but ulfimately
yells “Fuego!” spurring the death of so-called smugglers. He later claims that
he did not want to kill those men but understands that “it’s what men do.
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L

They Kill.”* Blanca/Alfonso, after handing him his new documentation; con:
vinces him of two truths, One, that his memory of being imprisoned. wa
not a dream: he really was chained up on an island by his father. Two,’
the land across the border is full of real people whose lives matter. Laza
because of his affection and attraction to Alfonso/Blanca, hears her, and il
response is first to kiss her tenderly and then to knock her on the ground and
try to kiss her again. Celestino intervenes but not for the purpose of quel_lih-
Lazaro’s violence. Instead, he wants to prevent his son from kissing anof -_5 :
man. Blanca/Alfonso is promptly deported at this moment, linking the desite
to banish queerness with the desire to deport undocumented labor.
This scene also reveals how being a maricén (gay male) is conflated with
failing to perform narco-masculinity. Although Celestino does not conn
the two, the audience does, because it is precisely at the moment when Lazaco
second-guesses his father’s ideology that he acts on his romantic and sexual
feelings for Alfonso/Blanca. However much his exile with fashion magazing
and TV guides has inhibited his social abilities, his lack of socialization
heterosexual normativity allows him to explore attractions not based on'a
traditional alignment of gender and sex. After Alfonso/Blanca is depor r- L
however, he hurls himself into a performance of hypermasculinity out of.con:
fusion and spite toward his father. Ultimately, Lazaro needlessly injures:Pépfr;
because he is an illegal alien, regaining his father’s trust. Thus, Lazaro’s perfor-
mance of masculinity, enacted vis-a-vis violence against the undocument
erases his status as a maricén. After he injures Pepin, he enacts a more exag-
gerated performance of heterosexuality by sleeping with his father’s lover,
Sonia, and flirting through a drug deal with Bustamante, displacing his quegr, "
past. Solis’s revision of Calderén’s play contrasts the relationship of violenca
to narco-rule with the role of violence to royal sovereignty. In monarchical
seventeenth-century Spain, physical violence and domination was to be subt
limated or transformed into benevolent, nonviolent rule. Violence againstthe
king’s employees was not tolerated. This is why Sigesmundo has to be senti.
back to the tower. At the turn of the twenty-first ceatury at the U.S.-Meﬁ&ﬁ i
border, physical violence is only to be directed against people categorized as
inhuman. Lazaro’s frightening embodiment of masculinity is self-consciously
theatricalized. On one hand, Lazaro is consciously performing his violence'as
the transference of his rage toward his father, On the other, Lazaro is 'quii_'é'
frankly putting on a show for his father that the audience should recognize as
performance. This heightened doubleness denaturalizes the performance ofi
narco-masculinity so key to many media representations, showing its horror.
and its ridiculousness. A
Yet, this self-conscions performance does not make his behavior any, less
threatening. For those versed in the development of narcotrafficking, Lazaro’s
performance is a reality that comes into play just a few years later. At the end!
of the play, one realizes how close one lives to the fantastical monster Laz-
aro almost becomes. How many Lazaros are at the heart of the continuiﬂk_ !

icides? How many have found their way into the Knights Templar or
are performing beheadings and dumping bodies in mass graves? Notably, by
ntz'ntrating on a child of privilege, Solis reveals that the complex of vio-
f_?é_i_eé and misogyny is fueled not only by economic desperation but also by
“aculture of impunity for the elite. As Valencia explains in Capitalismo Gore,
this form of masculinity was deeply embedded in the Mexican nation-state’s
Eé_htion, revealing a longer history berween state building, machismo, and
“viblence. Although it is hard to argue that narco-violence is getting worse,
-tﬁre escalation that came with Felipe Calderén’s narcoguerra constituted an
intensification of the violent tactics that Solis gestures toward. In the last
'decade, there has been a shift away from a world in which the Celestinos
_ hire others to do their violence, holding onto a certain gentlemanly distance
from sheer brutality, toward one where there is no such concern. Celestino
begins this transition himself when, rather than simply letting his employees
. meet their fate in the desert, he actually drives Sonia there and leaves her after
elearns of her cocaine use and affair with his son. Sonia is closed in on by
1adowy presences” and found “half-buried in the desert” just like the early
femicides.?! In the Thick Description Theatre Company’s production of the
 play, directed by Solis himself, Sonia literally disappeared as the light focused
on her tightened and dimmed into darkness.?2

. The way Celestino killed Sonia strips of her not only of her class status
 biit of her subjectivity: she is converted from character to corpse. Solis does
- not use the desecration of Sonia’s body as a form of language as killers do in
the 'subsequent narcoguerra; instead he stages her death purely as evidence
ofithe brute misogyny of the culture in which his characters are living, The
- murdering shadowy presences detect Sonia by her smell, the smell of woman,
' rather than by the scent of the beauty products she consumes to cover it up.
"'No performance of class or privilege can save her from her fate as a brown
- woman at the U.5.-Mexico border. However cedipal the framing of her kill-
" ing, her demise is clearly a social commentary on the femicides in Juirez
‘and the misogyny that allows them to thrive, Solis, as he confided to me,
included this killing even if thar meant “putting too much” in the play.? Solis
“was indeed accused of purting roo much into the play—as have been other
playwrights and television writers who include depiction of multiple forms of
border violence within one work.

Instead of seeing this as a fault, however, I argue that Dreamlandia’s inclu-
sion of commentary on NAFTA, femicides, and drug cartels in the midst
‘ofia deeply theatricalized depiction of a father-son conflict imbued by fate
isan explicit strategy to show the deep interconnectedness of all forms of
‘nebliberal violence. By having the same characters or the same actors show
up in different places {(we see Blanca in the maquila as a worker and in El
‘Paso; the actress who plays Sonia also plays Vivian} and be subjected to
parallel but not identical violent acts, Solis undergirds the networks of gen-
. tered harm in greater Mexico. His appropriation of the trope of mistaken
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identity in Calderén’s play is crucial. For example, when Lazaro segs)
in the maquila and recognizes her, he accords her a particular subjectivit
that the conditions in his father’s factories erase. Seeing his formerloverd
everyday Mexican women, meanwhile, forces Frank to quit thinking
Dolores as different from the other Mexican people who he harms asia.
der patrol sector chief. The moment where he deports his own da
Blanca, before recognizing her consciously, revises a trope within Ghig
drama where family members deport their own relatives, such as.in his subse
quent work Lydia, The messiness of Dreamlandia’s ending, however, curtails
narrative resolution via such moral recognition, leaving a murkier. mess fe
its audience to swim in. '
Life Is a Dreant’s final allegiances uphold the rightful rule of the Hag
monarchy. In Dreamlandia, the characters’ lack of clear allegiances com
ethical hope with a somber acknowledgment of the impossibility ofirev
tion in the current age of neoliberal capital. Bustamante and Lazaro’s rew
during his first and final drug deal describes the new order of the tra
tional narco world, whose rulers are “Los CEOS de multinational cor
Citibank executives on Telemundo, a silicon breast in each hand” who
with “cops moonlighting as narcobodyguards . . . laughing at the drug wat,
the legislation, the just say nos” and the “Founding Fathers of the DEA: ; *5'-
After making it clear that Lazaro is Bustamante’s bitch and not the otherway
around, Bustamante and Lazaro spell out the dystopian present, inverting the
possibilities of Cherrie Moraga’s indigenous eschatology. Their exchange
worth quoting at length. :

Dreamlandia. Directed by Monica Sanchez, Lazaro played by
Elijah Bradford. Photo courtesy of Working Classroom.

monopoly on Mexican cell phones, part of the New York Times, as well as
‘having undue influence in the Mexican state apparatus.? Instead of having
his characters start, join, or reanimate such an insurgency, as The Hungry
» Woman’s characters do, Solis has Lazaro simply decline the allures of nar-
| coentrepreneurship. And this perhaps is the conservative move in Solis’s
" dramaturgy: the reaching for the possibility of individual change rather than
" revolution.

It:should be noted, however, that neoliberal conditions forced Solis to dis-
' pense with the “Mexico as past” dramaturgy he inherited from the Chicano/a
‘canon. In Santos, Tommy opposed his brothers’ trafficking because his imag-
lination of his father’s unidirectional migration to the United States as an
act.of social betterment rejects drug trafficking as an appropriate mode of
wef_dlth accumulation and self-making. In contrast, in Dreamlandia, Celes-
fino’s crossing provides no moral object lesson for his son, either positive or
‘negative. After learning who he truly is, Lazaro ends the play by stepping into
the/flux of the river with another character, Blanca, ultimately “let[ting] the
ater decide” where they will end up.?” | do not read this scene as a return to
“Mexico, which would secure his identity, but as a refusal of his father’s form
' pfithe transnational world. Lazaro’s walk into the river has no sure outcome.
\Thus, this scene upends the standard dramaturgy of male Chicano subjectiv-
Ifl’ﬁr.ithat depends upon the violent unidirectional traversal of the border into
 the United States (his, his parents, or even his grandparents}) as the primarily

BUSTAMANTE: We are the best export, the true ambassadors,

LAZARO: The real Zapatistas of these twisted times.

BUSTAMANTE: "Cause the real narcotic is hope, smuggled in body
cavities they will NEVER reach muthafukkah.

LAZARO: And one awesome apoca-lipstick day

BUSTAMANTE: All the cell phones, yours and mine

LAaZaRO: Gonna wail on the very same line.

BUSTAMANTE: Solidarity.?

The new regime, then, promises the culmination of “these twisted times?in
an ironic mode, which twists many of the keywords of the left into a.mopt
strosity which is the present. The story this reverie tells is that of the decling
in possibility for mass action from 1994 to the play’s present. For Solis and
many others, 2000 marked a moment when hopes for the Zapatista rebtl
lion as national insurgence, as opposed to a model of localized democra n
practice, were dashed. That Lazaro hears this insurgence and its demise|oveét:
a Mexican cell phone is an ironic comment on how monopolistic capital-
ism owned all means of communication under Mexico’s so-called democra

under neoliberal rule. Carlos Slim, the third-richest man in Mexico, ownsia’
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‘avowed entry into adapting Chekhov’s work, makes the gendered terror of
‘narco-rule all the clearer. In the offstage world of Saracho’s play, as opposecl
to the play itself, most of the women are gone. The Galvans are a very vis-
1|Jle exception. As Maité remarks when she tries to throw a party and only
“men, notably all offstage, arrive: “What, don’t we know any women?”"3! Of
' cburse, for those who know the usual polmcs of rural migration this is a
reversal of the often remarked upon situation in which females remain alone

Dreamiandia and Santos y Santos stand alongside the works of Saracht orwith nonlaboring loved ones in rural towns while loved ones migrate to
Cazares, and Olmos, which articulate a later phase of narcotrafficking: tli:'Umted States to find work. Here, the scarcity of women seems to escalate
Calderdn’s post-2006 narcoguerra as manifest in northern Mexico, I _ e possibility of terror for the Galvans. The only people left are the (mostly
my exploration of these plays with Tanya Saracho’s El Nogalar (2011). A\nff male) narcos. Constant references are made to the danger posed by their
on Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, the 1903 Russian play that stagﬁ‘ 3 ations at the cascade, where Pedro tries to get them out of the visual field
decline of the Russian aristocracy at the beginning of the twentieth centiiry, ofinarcotraffickers.”?
El Nogalar chronicles the Galvan family’s loss of their hacienda andip '~ Perhaps more dangerous, as Marci McMahon eloquently points out, is the
orchard in Nuevo Leén. Saracho cut the cast to just five characters, w :Eultu:e of “narco silence” created by a culture of fear and threats of death that
parallel Chekhov’s: Maité, the matriarch (Ranevskaya); her daughters A; ‘cause witnesses to constantly see violence but not saying anything, “walking
(Anya), who lives with her in the United Stares, and Valeria (Varya), around moving their mouths like a TV on mute.”3* As McMahon suggests,
has been trying to hold on to Maité’s crumbling estate in Mexico; Dumnia. protesters have strateglcally used the silent protest as critique to underscore
(Dunya), their housckeeper; and Lopez (Lopahkin), the son of the grount silence’s role in impunity; she also convincingly argues thar Saracho draws
keeper who becomes the owner of the estate. The plot of the play tracks attention to narco silence for the purpose of denaturalizing it through her
journey from Anita and Maité’s return to Mexico to Lépez’s purchase of the’ " and her production team’s innovative use of sound design. Within the text
orchard and subsequent celebration. At the end of the play, however, Sarachp , ___i{s;lf Dunia threatens her livelihood by refusing this silence—even within
adds a twist. Once Lopez buys the orchard, he hooks up with Dunia, s ' closed doors—when she mentions the mafia and describes their killings.
ing a new order where, with allusion to Chekhov, the trees fall “along with - Lopez explains this to Dunia, who he assumes does not understand:
the upper class.”* &
The backdrop for the end of the upper class in northern Mexico is the
ascension of narcotrafﬁcking cartel activity in this formerly pastoral para-
dise. In the play’s view, those who ascend are people of the lower classst,
such as Lopez, who become kmgpms and middlemen for the mafia. Sarachio’
describes the state of i 1mpun|ty in Mexico by pointing both to the impotencs
of the state—one can now sit in open air and criticize the government—and!
to the violence in formerly peaccful areas of Mexico. Her characters refer:
to their current conditions as “an occupation,” describing narco-rule with"
the rerminology of encampment by military force.? The loss of the estate fo
country houses for the middle class is Chekhov’s characters’ horror; for. the
Galvans it is the loss of their estate to this new regime~—the “nacos,” rit}
young men of a lower class, and the “good boys” alike who plan to conv
their secluded rural paradise into a landmg strip or a growing site for mg ~_:_1-'
juana or heroin, This is a new occupation in a doubled sense of the termi? '
Thus, it is not so much who occupies the house that is at issue here—in facty
Lopez is able to strike a deal with his snaiia superiors to let the Galvans stay
in the house—but how the land around it is used. If the Galvans were to staf,
they would probably be trapped inside because the world around them it
no longer safe. Saracho’s decision to focus on the women in this world, h

subjectifying force that articulates cultural identity réady to be cannibalize
by liberal humanism. Although he has not eliminated the liberal subp:‘ﬁl ;
has destabilized the ground on which the liberal subject walks. .

El Nogalar and the Affective Labor of Narcoentreprencurship

L6PEZ: This is nor a game.

DUNIA: [ know this is not 2 game! Why do you always think I am so
stupid? I know it’s not a game. But people have to do something.

LOrEZ: Dunia!

DUNIA: [ am not trying to be a hero. I don’t mean something like that!
Believe me I'm not trying to end up dismembered by a landfill. All
I'm trying to do is learn to swim in it like you. Without drowning.

L6PEZ: Understand that in all of this, there is no way for girls like you
to “figure it out.” Women are zeros, you understand me, zeros to
the left. [ don’t want to have to start worrying about you, you hear
me Dunia? [ already got these fucking women coming in today. I'm
going to have enough with making them get thar they can’t just
come in here and parade about the way they used to. I’'m going to
have a hard time making them understand that we are under an
occupation.®

Lopez’s suggestion that women are zeros to the left suggests that women like
her, women without great social and class privilege, are as insignificant as
“zeros to the left of a number. Yet given the number of femicides in Mexico,
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the zeros to the left also recall the zeros to the right, the grear numbetio
women whose deaths have become numerica) statistics. Dunia, although
considered going to work in the maquilas before the play, is now trying fo
come up with another plan to escape the present and become something ele
This is why her pairing with Lépez is so essential. :
In Ef Nogalar, Dunia and Lopez both emerge as a new class of entrepre-
neurs. Dunia strives to learn how to et online so thar she can be in tduch
v«.nth tl;e erId and place herself in that world, She sees this act as an exten-
ls)lzl:li;’s tiﬂﬂgnﬁ; 5:;1'}}]’; ;irfa::;:nfotersslf. As (Siara_cho herself l?oi'nts= ofiand care for their material goods. Lopez’s tinkering with the bookcase
unconsciousness, which osmetics undergirds her desire’s racial in'El'Nogalar is a clever displacement of Gaev’s “useless” attachment to a
» Which equates whiteness with class and social mobility hundred-year-old object. Lépez’s craft work is now an avocation rather than
i ~ awocation. His manual labor, his skill at it, is linked to nostalgia for a past
s actions are: . era of Mexico, which he does to appease the Galvans emotionally rather
' ' than to earn his keep. It is no accident that Lépez gets interrupted from his
i . Lol  finkering to “teach” Dunia “the Internet.”3® The substitution of one form
& is notable that the example Lépez comes up with when imagining heras i 'cif-'.'laborg by another forms a major tension at the heart of the play, which
- parallels its anxiety about class politics. Maité points to this tension when
she expresses disgust at the new economic order filled with “new money,”
- “Facebook money.”* On one level, one can read this as another instance of
- Maité’s denial of the reality of narcotraffic as the new wealth generator in the
area. On another level, however, the juxtaposition aligns Facebook money
- and new money because they separate capital accumulation from the accu-
-mulation of property, in contrast with land wealth or rustic crafts {such as
'the pecan candies coveted by Dunia), which combine the two. The Goodman
Theatre in Chicago’s production of E! Nogalar openly linked the Galvans’
“nostalgia with the practice of manual labor by having Lépez repairing a huge
. dollhouse over the course of the play.*! That said, it should be noted that
_repurposing the Galvan estate for drug cultivation is an act of mass manual
* labor and agricultural toil and that drug cultivation is an act dependent on
conceptions of property and turf, as narco disputes over plazas suggest. As
Sayak Valencia points out, the move to cultivating rather than simply moving
drugs is an ironic re-vindication of agricultural production, albeit one that
impoverishes small farmers rather than sustaining them.® Yet, for women
of Maité’s generation, Facebook money is a kind of unrecognizable virtual
entrepreneurship, which sells experience in the same way that narcotics do.
For Maité, at, least, this is a form of capitalism she imagines herself as being
both above and outside of because of her {soon to disappear) land wealth.
Maité’s denial of her complicity in narcotrafficking is a more willful igno-
rance, which is ironized in how she consumes drugs to cope with the affective
reality of neoliberalism. Neither she nor anyone else in this play is outside of
the pharmacological regime. Lépez consumes cocaine, alcohol, and antacids
to manage his anxiety so he can manage others’ needs. He and Pedro’s off-
stage negotiations with Maité are, after all, done over a bottle of tequila. Even
before she arrived, Maité drugged herself with a “little pill” at the airport on

Snia does in the maquila. His role as a self-conscious performer alludes to
narco-masculinity as performance, while also being a clever joke about the
giin on the wall that must, but never, goes off.

~ Incontrast with other media representations of narcorrafficking, Saracho’s
‘play.is notable for refusing to show violence; rather we hear its threat just
offstage. What we see instead is a world where affective laborers work hard
to'stave off that violence from the “nacos” who run the place. This type
ofilabor has replaced taking care of the aristocracy as well as the creation

Dunia’s power on the Internet (as Lopez imagines it ar least) is her staging
htlzrself as human capital rather than marketing her skills as a laborer iﬂb
hll'e.(fll[hOngh admittedly this form of existence, like sex work, confounds.
traditional (?cﬁnitions of labor). Spatially, this articulation of self i,n the med;m

Yet, as a woman of her class and skin tone in Mexico, this form of entre-
preneurship comes to a rather mundane end at the end of the play. Despit'c:-
her attempts to get out of town, or into the world, her hope seems to ride
on her.halson with Lépez, whom she seduces after he acquires the orchard)
If_ one imagines her future in terms of narco-culture, this will make her his
girlfriend, a result wholly unsatisfying for Dunia. Her reading of the moment.
as an opening up of the possibility of true class mobilization in Mexico may, .
be a ﬁ_)rm of cruel optimism. If she hghts against such a limiting role which.l 3
she might, the consequences could be fatal, , )
L(')Pez’s upward mobility is equally fraught. Buying the orchard may hold'
promise for him becoming a capitalist stakeholder, but it seems unlikely he
will gain any independence from the maia, indicating that he too will remain'. I
an affective laborer for someone else rather than being autonemous, When
the pllay begins, his primary job in the cartel seems to be managing his narco
superiors’ emotions through consumption and care (buying them iPads
caln?lng them down). Lpez’s job is affective—he does not produce anything:
'In _hns own words, using a pointedly performative metaphor, he claims that he
is just “the court fool trying to keep the balls up in the air™® Lépez is never
séen transporting or selling drugs or enacting physical violence, though he
packs a gun for protection. Instead he manages people endlessly much like
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‘of.dispossession in contemporary neoliberal capitalism. Ef Nogalar's com-
plete absenting of the event that was supposed to free Lopez and Dunia from
‘oppression a hundred years earlier—the Mexican Revolution—is notable,
especially given the historical synchrony between it and the Russian Revolu-
ifion. Chekhov’s play was written on the eve of this event, which overthrew
‘an old order to create a socialist nation. The Cherry Orchard looks to that
future, marking a major shift in social, cultural, and economic structures.
‘Saracho’s play, if taken as a true adaptation of Chekhov’s, anticipates not
~ revolution but a realignment of class relations based on an emergent form
" of capitalism. Setting the play exactly one hundred years after the beginning
'of the Mexican Revolution, the absence of even a mention of the event is
\ striking. Has Ef Nogalar given up on the idea of revolution? Is the play a
. commentary of the failings of the revolution in line with standard Mexican
" national dramaturgy? Or does the absence of the revolution in E! Nogalar
simply reveal the event’s lack of traction in the rural north where powerful
" families retained huge swaths of land even after the revolution? I suspect ail
.of these may be true.

But what looms larger than the lack of revolution in this play is the pres-
ence of the Porfiriato, the era of Porfirio Diaz’s dictatorship (1876-1911)
* ithat preceded the revolution, which is scarcely engaged in Chicano/Mexicano
dramaturgy. This presence opens up the possibility that the current narco-
~ regime reenacts the Porfiriato’s social and economic relationships, which
~ relied upon repressive actions against poor laborers and farmers by a strong-
arm leader (and his cronies) so as to pacify the nation and thus accelerate
.~ foreign investment. The Porfiriato is visible from the first moments of the
jplay when Saracho introduces the most talked-about set piece in the show, an
old bed that Diaz may or may not have slept on. Certainly, the Galvans® pos-
session of the bed registers their class position as haves rather than have-nots.
. However, its prominence as an onstage set piece in a theatrical production
~ underscores its historiographical importance. That the bed induces sleep and
Jforgetting for Lopez in particular suggests the bed’s role in causing the new
class of entrepreneurs to forget where they are and thus refuse to understand
one’s history. The bed is not simply a piece of obsolescent period furniture
that signifies the Galvans’ romantic nostalgia for the past. Instead. Lopez’s
- physical link to the bed for a significant portion of the play suggests that the
" new regime of narcotraffickers may be an extension of the elite concentration
of power under the Porfiriato rather than a break with its reign. Lopez will
now help run a system that depends upon large swaths of agricultural land
controlled by a few and worked by the many. Today’s peasants can harvest
‘marijuana for wages but do not get to grow sustainable crops for their own
milpas (Nahuatl for “maize feld”), making Lopez a future hacienda owner.
In this sense, the fall of the Galvans may be a reformist gesture rather than a
revolutionary one. It is for this reason that I put special pressure on Saracho’s
final stage direction:

her way back to Mexico to calm herself down. When she touches down
she demands caffeine, an often unacknowledged participant in effectuari
colonial and industrial work regimes.** Clearly, drug consumption is key/t
the world Saracho created; as she remarks in an interview, although she
the character of Yasha, Ranevskaya’s ne’er-do-well servant, he “could have
been a cokehead.”** Saracho’s sinister adaptation of Chekhov’s vodka- and.
champagne-drinking camaraderie reveals how recreational intoxication an
the necropolitical world are intertwined in the affective experience of every-"
day life. {
Ultimately, her upper-class characters have to try to escape the scene and"
enter the new economic and social regime with mixed results. Cliekh_o'\'rfs; i
characters return to Moscow; Saracho’s go to Monterrey. Known for its tech :
nical schools and business climate, Monterrey is a commercial capital. Going’
there is a decision to enter contemporary capitalist culture. In direct contra
to expectations, Valeria does not get married but adopts the tactics of her,
economic inferiors by migrating-to the city for work, just as her Russian
counterpart went to the city to be a governess. Valeria decides to use h
knowledge of four languages and accounting skills to get an office job, an
opportunity in Mexico usually reserved for the middle class, not the uppes,
class or, notably, the truly impoverished. For the less-privileged Mexicansin
the play, the sale of the orchard also opens up a future within rather than
outside of the bounds of the Mexican nation-state, As Dunia says after Lopez
buys the estate, “Memo, maybe the idea right now is not to leave up north,
anymore. We keep looking up, in hope of miracles, but maybe the miracles
are right here beneath our feet. No one ever thought you would be the ownet,
of Los Nogales, not in a million years!”* Despite the somewhat fantastical
nature of Dunia’s musings in relation to reality, her thought experiment dis-
lodges crossing into the United States or heading to the border as the primary
mode of subject making for her characters. Unlike many of the other playsin
this chapter, E/ Nogalar plots migration back to Mexico as a possible solt:
tion to the family’s ills. This decision is no doubt exacerbated by the poot
health of the U.S. financial markets as much as any squandering of resources
by the Galvans. (As I write this, immigration to Mexico has exceeded immis
gration from Mexico for the first time in years, This may soon be more
extreme, given President Trump’s proposed policy changes.) Whether. or.
not these characters’ reinvestment in Mexico will reanimate a reproductive
nationalism is open to interpretation, but Lépez and Dunia’s making love in|
the open field, a known fertility ritual to bring about good crops, suggests al
link between the fruits of the union and the fruits of their fields, and perhaps
of the future of the nation as well. Given that both characters are mestizo or.
indigenous identified, their copulation restages mestizaje in its post-neoliberal
mode. .
The play’s ending contrasts with Chekhov's, engaging with Mexican
national narratives in surprising ways, which underscores extreme modes
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An interpretive sound of trees falling. Now don’t go cueing chain-
saws because it’s not literal. Just make me feel trees are falling. Along
with the upper class. Ting. Ting. TONG. Good-bye to the bed of Por-
firio Diaz. Good-bye to the bed of Porfirio Diaz.*

The play as a whole attests that we might instead be saying hello to a new!

Porfiriato, even if the traditional landowners are displaced. Saracho’s play.

also opens up a conundrum in terms of temporality. On one hand her drama-
turgy gestures toward progress for Dunia and Lépez, who look to Mexico’s
future as a chance to escape from past failures. The falling tree signals the
transition. At the same time, the playwright’s seemingly critical artitude.
toward teleological progress and her erasure of the Mexican Revolution from.
the play charts a course that breaks as radically with Mexican historiogra-
phy as it does with U.S.-centric Latinx dramaturgy. Her choice suggests a.
strange complicity with Chekhov. Maybe it won’t get better, after all. This

conscious historiographical meditation is more overt in Cazares’s playson

transnational drug trafficking, which spend less time with the Mexican upper,
classes and more with los de abajo.

Queer Historiography, Recursive Time

Two of Victor Cazares’s plays deal explicitly with narcotraffic—Religiones
Gringas, a comedy that follows the travails of a family split by geopoliti-
cal borders and the Seventh-day Adventist Church, and Ranises contra los.
monstruos, an epic play about a liaison between a cartel employee hired to|
dissolve bodies and a young grad school dropout from the other side of the
border. Both, however, play with time and borders in a more radically queer.
way than Cazares’s predecessors. Religiones Gringas, which I will consider,
only briefly, takes place in El Paso and northern Mexico, before and after
the death of the family’s matriarch, an important figure in the town of San
Lorenzo, Chihuahua. Her grandson Epi, although a college-educated USS,
citizen, is working for the cartel, a fact that his family is slower to catch.on!
to than the fact that he is gay. His cousin Nene, who is undocumented, is
also gay and works in a porn store as a clerk and custodian, but without:
Epi’s privileges. In Religiones Gringas, we learn about Epi’s profession largely.
because it allows him to transport his grandmother’s corpse across the border
to his sisters, who cannot cross back into Mexico because of their immigra-
tion status. The violence he suffers from is placed within a comic frame, even
though the business is deadly serious. The signifiers of narcotraffic lurk in the
shadows—in Epi’s SUV, in the pickup trucks that park and disappear, and
from the gunshots that come out of nowhere,

In Religiones Gringas, Cazares, like Saracho, invokes the Porfiriato rather
than the Mexican Revolution when addressing his characters in northern
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Mexico. Gile Giie, Nene’s aunt and his mother Chayo’s sister and lover,
comes back over the border from her mother’s funeral with a collection of
gravestones from the San Lorenzo cemetery. Extracted from a recently dis-
emboweled plaza, the metaphorical power of these gravestones is that they
came from the section of the cemetery reserved for souls in limbo, namely,
‘babies and children who were not yet baptized. Like these babies, Cazares

" metaphorically argues, all of his border-crossing characters live suspended,

betwixt and between recognizable states. All of the gravestones Giie Giie
steals are from the Porfiriato, a period often left un-exhumed in Mexican
national history because it is at odds with the idea of the modern revolu-
tionary state upon which Mexican nationalism depends., The Porfiriato’s
appearance here is less a critique of the Mexican Revolution’s failure than a
temporal disjuncture that makes us aware of the failure of teleological time
to explain northern Mexican history. It is worth noting that one of the grave-
stones is from October 22, 1844, the Great Disappointment, which created
the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Cazares has Epi retell their grandmother’s
version:

ert; Yeya used to tell us this story. “All the way up there in the land
of the gringos—a group of people believed Christ would come on
October 22, 1844. And they sold all their belongings, said goodbye
to everybody. And waited the whole day. But He didn’t come. But
they kept on waiting. We keep waiting."*’

By evoking the history of the Seventh-day Adventists, which has a small set of
adherents in northern Mexico and Texas, Cazares engages not only his own
family history (he was raised as a Seventh-day Adventist) but an eschatologi-
cal mindset in which waiting for the Messiah forms the affective everyday
of his character’s lives. This liminal state is parallel to the one experienced
by people with undocumented status or whose residence in one country or
another is deemed to be temporary, as is the liminal state of Chayo and Giie
Giie’s cohabitation. That Nene’s Anglo lover, Taylor, is Branch Davidian, a
form of Adventism, only underscores the strange coexistence of the U.S. escha-
tological view of salvation with the affective state of transnational migration.
Underneath the play’s utilization of traditional comic structure—it starts
with a funeral and ends with a marriage, with plenty of Plautine slamming
doors in beteen—is a depiction of the affective experience of neoliberalism
as a suspended and confounding hope for a future that will not come.
Although darkly humorous, Cazares’s Ramses contra los monstruos
departs from Religiones Gringas’s comic structure, Instead, it runs with
the escharological present to make a more pointed political critique about
the transnational pharmacological industry under neoliberalism. The pres-
ence of corpses is also key to this play, revealing not only how neoliberalism
“re-makes death” but how reanimating death can speak the truth abour the



Ramses contra los monsiruos. Directed by Ryan Purcell. Amanda
Dolan as Chema, Rudy as Rudy, Photo by Mark Turek.

cepime’s vi . -
egime’s violence. Cazares has written two significant versions of Ramses, in

2011 and in 2013. Elsewhere, | have read the first version of the play asia:
que of queer c_*.schatology, largely concentrating on its dramaturgical articu-
lation pf hl:storlographical principles.*® Here, 1 engage Cazares’s eschatol

but pnmarlly. concentrate on the significantly revised 2013 version stagg.
at Brown University’s New Plays festival, as a mode of rethinking tl;e har’—l
macological era.”” Briefly summarized, Ramses centers on the eponygloué
character, a pozolero who has been cursed by an avenging migrant, Lidia
Kldnappe(:.l by the cartels and made their laundress, Lidia gets her ceven ':
by t.hwartmg Ramses’s recipe for dissolving human flesh. Consequently, tlglc
bo.dles t_ha.t Ramses disappears for the cartels are no longer dissolving. th;eat—
ening his job security and his life. This story is intercut with the ;tory of!
Ameh‘a, whose daughter, Chema, has been killed in an act of narco-violence.
Ameha,_who seeks to avenge her daughter’s death by not letting her bod:
rest, ultimately decides to kill Felipe Calderén, the Mexican president fro’rz-

2006 to 2012, who designed the recent drug war in Mexico. The linchpin of. =

thes'e two stories is Tito/ Titus, a lover of Ramses and good friend of Chemals,
Acting as the audience’s Virgil, he guides us through the inferno, bringin his;
characters together at a crossroads: a long-shurtered movie the;ter in _]ugé

n_amf:d El Egipcio.®® Over the course of the play, we meet a series of narre?
villains, including a misguided priest, Padre Alonso, the brutal La Barl:i(:,
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antl'a Robomascota art project remade from the very real Rudy the Border
\Patrol Robot.

" Unlike El Nogalar, which tracks the very recent escalation of the drug war,
Rumses contains scenes from the 1980s to the present. Also unlike Saracho’s
\play, Ramses is transnational, moving fluidly berween Ciudad Juirez and E!

Paso. Cazares’s dramaturgical choices argue that the period between the 1980s
land the presentisa continuous transnational cultural moment. Ramses helps

lts' audiences rethink the implicitly nationalist histories that separate U.5.
and/Mexican histories of neoliberalism and their attendant violence, forc-

ing them to confront the transnational nature of contemporary necropolitics
"and its representational practices.®! Cazares centers on queer relations as the
| primary lens through which to view the time period. He depicts time queerly

" in/Elizabeth Freeman’s sense.’* As Freeman writes: “Queer temporalities . . .

‘ate points of resistance 10 this temporal order, that in turn propose other
possibilities for living in relation to indeterminately past, present, and future
others: that is, of living historically.”s? For her, this movement is a departure
‘from nationalist time that depends not only on “empty homogenous time”
“but also the proper temporality of movements such as “coming out, con-
‘summation, development, domesticity, family, foreplay, genealogy, identity,

" liberation, modernity, the progress of movements,” which all “contribute to

a vision of time as seamless, unified and forward moving.”$* Ramses’s par-
ticular location and its open engagement with U.S.-Mexican neoliberalism
particularizes Freeman’s queer temporality in the borderlands. By eschewing
the chrononormativity and heteronormativity of border discourse and migra-
tion narratives, he, like many other playwrights in this chapter, undoes the
particular unidirectionality that still haunts Latino/a American dramaturgy
and U.S. narratives of belonging. This queering of the border is in part neces-
sitated by the particularities of the El Paso-Juarez region and its long history.

As Lara Nielsen, Claire Fox, and others have pointed out, in terms of

the U.S.-Mexico region, the neoliberal process begins in 1964-65 with the
torder industrialization program that commenced the creation of maquila-
doras (factories) in northern Mexico.’ The escalation of maquilas continued
throughout the 1970s, through the Mexican oil boom and bust and the begin-
ning of Mexico’s economic debt difficulties in the 1980s. As a result, Ciudad
Judrez became a boomtown: from 1970 to 2000 the population quadrupled
without requisite expansion of infrastructure.’® The emergence of Juarez as
megacity did not come with NAFTA, but much earlier. Thus one might think
of the neoliberal period as a fifty-year-long trajectory with an intensification
‘that occurred some thirty years ago.

Ramses {2013) marks the high points of the neoliberal calendar—1982,
1988, 1994, and 2006—by employing a Mexican sexenio history {referring
to the six-year term the Mexican president serves) rather than a decadal one,
so as to unhinge neoliberal historiography from a strictly U.S. timeline. In the
play, these dates mark life cycles and crossings—Chema was born in 1988
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along with election fraud; she and her '
; mother cross and are deported!i
1994, the year of NAFTA; the first maquiladora nights she sh:1respw.rit'hj:r

Br

friend Alex are close upon the 1982 debt crisis; and the contemporary, actio

of the play is, in the narcoguerra sexenjo (2006-2012) led by Felipe Calﬂé’E .;
rén., Caz.aress use of Mexican periods transnationalizes history. Pointedly,
the“neollberal period brackets Tito/Titus’s entire life and Ramses.’s life %
as “Ramses.” An orphan, Ramses is named by a lover, not a parent. Hiﬁ“:]i

life begins when Alex, Amelia’s friend, meets him on the road one night, A

RAMSES: Never do heroin.
ALEX: Why?

RAMSES: [t’s more dangerous.
ALEX: Really?

RAMSES: Yes. Only do coke.,

ALEX: In this house, only coke-a-cola. Like in ail of Mexico.
RAMSES: I'm serious.

ALEX: Do you sell it?

RAMSES: Nor yet. But soon.

ALEX: What’s your name?

RAMSES: If I tell you, I'll have to kill you.

ALEX: Don’t tell me then. Betrer I tell you. Your name is Ramses.”

:hquXItB ;hls.st':ene at length because it manifests Cazares’s linkages between
e crisis and narcotraffic while also skerching out the contours of his!

historiography of neoliberalism more broadly. The name Ramses recalis both

the Egyptian pharaoh and the condom brand, linking procreation, violence,
2 ki

ind latt;x protection in the era of AIDS. Note that the title of this scene |
The Fll‘St Dose”—which seemingly refers to Tito/Titus’s ingestion of : IS
retrowr'als earlier in the scene as well as to Alex’s first dose of Ram0 ﬂﬂﬂ_&
of cocaine. Thf: era in which the scene occurs might also be said tos'la)S allll'
one that'contam.ed the first dose of the effects of neoliberal economic s;t l:
thel:?p}’ in Mex:co. The title is prescient given that this first dose bl:tcmct)lc
the d_ose WIFhOUt end” by the end of the play, a state one might ref: )
chronic neoliberal project. i
Caz_ares stages this neoliberal penetration as a set of cross-tem oral and
qQueer intergenerational encounters. It is notable that Tito/Titus 1’11:15 s anl
and romantic relationships with lovers (Ramses, Profesora Alonso) wh-:)exusl
goung adults when he was born. It is through these relationships that the‘}:lr;
tiztr‘:zﬁe_:n [t)he 1980s and the present coexists. This croticization of the rela-
Ship between past and present veers away from straight time as well as
strz-ught sex. Untethered to a progressive teleological history with clear dem :
cations between past and present, the scenes between Alex and Ramses a?lz
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"Alex and Amelia and Tito/Titus and Ramses coexist rather than follow each
' other. There are no flashbacks. Many of the scenes change times within their

courses. For example, the aforementioned scene between Alex and Ramses

' follows a scene between Ramses and Tito/Titus where Tito/Titus in the pres-
ent asks his lover about his past: “What were you doing in the 80s?” Ramses
' responds with the comment, “I was just a kid, Tito. I was just a kid, Tito.
rying to survive in Juaritos. I don’t want to talk about it.”* The structure of
the scene militates against the idea that the movement between the scenes is
' the result of any one character’s memory. The scene with Alex happens when
‘Ramses is sleeping and Tito/Titus is awake, so that the prompt for the scenc
does not come from the person whose past it documents. Dramaturgically,
these conjugal connections represent a shared history of the Americas that

joins what has happened and what is happening. The swallowing of the pill

' lets Tito/Titus ingest the entire history of the era as well as facilitating our
" consumption of the same period. This scene is emblematic of many others
* in the play: relationships coexist in the present and past worlds and between

the living and the dead. To this end, many of the early scenes of the play
were described in an earlier draft as “hauntings”—a word that describes the
copresence of spectral visitation.*” The implication, however, is not thar the

~ past haunts the present, although it is clear that the play is invested in expos-

ing how actions in the 1980s impact contemporary narcopolitics in Mexico.

Instead, Cazares reminds us that the neoliberal era is a continuous present,
whose crises are variations on a theme. Ramses’s dissolving of narco-victims
is juxtaposed with the disappearances of the maquila workers with whom
Amelia and Alex work. In a sequence of 1994 scenes in the middle of the play,
we find out thar the bodies that Ramses dissolved in the *90s were maquila
bodies that he was forced to disappear after he did too much of the cocaine
he was supposed to be selling; that Amelia is about to escape a Juirez she
foresees will become a ghost town just as the femicides start to escalate; and
that Ramses has begun to question why Alex gave him his name. Ramses
leaves Alex in the desert, presaging the vulnerability of the bodies that will
soon be found there. While the two do not discuss HIV transmission, their
conversation is haunted with its possibility.

Through the journeys of his character, Cazares theorizes the neoliberal era
as chronic and recursive, mimicking both the daily regime of antivirals and
the seriality of sexual encounters. Just as Mexican and U.S. financial crises
repeat thembelves (1982 and 1994, 1987 and 2008), scenes repeat them-
selves or nearly do with only the slightest of revisions. Ramses and Alex’s
scene in the car echoes the scene where Ramses is named, recursively remind-
ing us of Ramses’s origin story. And the scene that brings Ramses and Tito/
Titus together after what is supposed to be their last encounter occurs twice.
In that scene, Padrecito Alonso picks Tito/ Titus up in a car, offering him
money and cocaine to have sex with La Barbie. Alonso chloroforms Tito/
Titus, masks him, and gets him into the car. The first time, the scene occurs
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at a normal speed and dissolves into a consensual sex scene between Ramses

and Tito/Titus; the second time, the action is accelerated and dissolves into’

a scene where La Barbie rapes Tito/Titus and asks Padre Alonso to dispose

of the body of his victim, which Alonso refuses to do. (The actor who plays| |

Padre Alonso also [_:»lays Profesor(a) Alonso and Doctor Alonso, linking them.
together.) The cyclical nature of the violence reveals the recursive nature of

sex and violence in the narco world, placing temporally disjunctive moments
together on the same plane. Tito/Titus and Ramses register these temporal|

confusions when they meet for breakfast at McDonald’s soon after Che-
ma’s death.

RAMSES: | feel like 1 have been here before.
TITO/TITUS: You have, they are all the same.
RaMSES: No. Here, With you.

TITO/TITYS: Devil dreams, I’m sure.

rAMSES: What do you wanr?

TITo/TrTUS: Nothing. I do not ear at McDonald’s.
RAMSES: Fine, What happened to you there?

(He points to a scrape on TitofTitus’ face.)

TITo/TiTUS: The scrape that saved my life. I hit the ground hard when |
was caught in between a narco shootout a couple of weeks ago while
I was waiting for a hamburger last night.

The actor playing Tito/ Titus registers his confusion, but the play never tries:
to rectify or resolve his conclusion, dramaturgically or theatrically. The dis-
Juncture remains unexplained. This lack of resolution allows the neoliberal!
era to live on uncannily throughout the play, giving untimeliness to the play
as a whole. To this end, the play ends not with its chronological end, the scene
that documents Tito/Titus’s death and the beginning of Amelia’s crusade for
justice, but with the repetition of a sex scene berween Tito/Titus and Ramses
in one of the many houses he uses for his liaisons.

Space can be just as liminal in Ramses as time, making space durational,
The movements of Cazares’s characters make the border not just'contigu-
ous but continuous, by moving between spaces without scene changes. The
link berween these scenes is associative, all linked to moving in and out of El
Pa§03 but we do not see Chema actually move across the border at all. The
fluidity berween the scenes suggests that these places are on the same plane
despite the very different living conditions opposite sides of the border, The
dePi(;tion of the crossing of borders in the play also works against the idea of
unidirectional (and seemingly chrononormative) movement over them as an
Fnd goal for labor or love, The actual border is never depicted on stage; that
is not where the trauma lies in this play. And no one crosses in order ;1ever

Chapter 4.
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to return. In contrast, we see lovers and friends crossing into Judrez and El

Paso in a quotidian manner. Ramses crosses into the United States to see Tito/
Titus, only to show up late at McDonald’s and miss breakfast. Tito crosses
into Judrez to see him as well. Chema goes to school in El Paso during the day

- but goes home to her mother in Jurez at night.

Cazares’s lack of investment in the border as a threshold space defetishizes
it as an epistemological and geopolitical boundary that demarcates self-
contained experiences (a binary Solis, however ambivalently, still maintains.)
Instead, Judrez and El Paso are detetritorialized sites on the same plane dif-
ferentially affected by transnational commerce. Who crosses and when is still
of importance, of course, as it is clear that some people simply can’t cross,
such as Amelia and Lidia. But by and large the characters’ movements argue
that circulations of transnational commerce articulate the lived experience
of the space, rather than unidirectional migration. As such, the historiogra-
phy of the area is equally circulatory—moving back and forth and folding
inward. Yet, this play harbors no late *90s era inflected utopian discourse of
the hybrid or the nomad. The complex vectors of movement in this play not
only depict a transnational reality, but also revise the temporal conception
of the borderlands—a conception that often still sometimes functions on a
teleological timeline even when rejecting spatial bifurcation.

The conjunction of cospatiality and cotemporality is best exemplified in
E! Egipcio, the grand 1920s era theater that closed in the *80s, where many
of the play’s scenes take place. The theater’s obsolescence marks the dashed
dreams of Mexico’s nationalist period that began with the centralization
of the socialist nation state under President Lizaro Cérdenas (1934-1940)
and ended somewhere between the peso crash of 1982 and the Mexico City
earthquake that exposed the country’s lack of infrastructure in 1985. Inside
the theater, movies from the golden age are projected on the walls as Rudy
the Border Patrol robot is being re-created as a sort of monstrosity. Reoccu-
pied and transformed into Chema’s studio, El Egipcio harbors the nationalist
past, the post-nationalist past (the 1980s), and Titus’s present (now). By col-
lapsing past, present, and future, Cazares creates a space illuminated by the
spectral light of 1940s celluloid and the surveillance lights of the *80s and
'90s, retrofirted into a contemporary border patrol Frankenstein. So, even if
the theater is a “tomb for a Mexico that never came,” it is also a safe house,
a respite thgt suspends the progressive time of the plot and a place where one
can temporarily imagine a future even if it never happens.®! Cazares’s depic-
tion of the theater both engages and undoes the drug safe house of filmic
dramaturgy whose utopian promise is read as dystopia by a knowing, sober
audience. This safe house is a transformation of the theater as cruising site—a
purpose referenced when Tito/Titus is introduced in the play. An indelible
pre-AIDS queer space, popular in gay literature of the '60s and '70s, the
darkened movie theater looms large in the sexual imaginary. Cazares’s theater
was specifically inspired by a Gil Cuadros poem, “Conquering Immortality,”
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y. It is where Rudy kills Tito/Titus in a freak accident and where La Bar-
is killed. Because the movie house becomes the entire set for the second
of the play, the theater ceases to be a discrete place, preventing it from
ming a place set apart from the world of the play. This scenic decision
ssitates that the rest of the play occur there, making the entire world an
Jsafe house. History is no refuge in this regard; it is no time or space apart.
pses’s set also incorporated the coexistence of hell, heaven, and purgatory
a'way inspired by and departing from Reza Abdoh’s formulation in The
of Remains.®

ause of the limits of Ramses’s stage space, heaven, hell, and purgatory
‘not stacked vertically but remain on a largely lateral stage plane. The
exception is a hollow created by a shallow trapdoor downstage center. Used
25 a' cauldron, the site of some of Ramses and Tito/Titus’s best sex and of
liis subsequent rape by La Barbie, the bowels of the El Egipcio as trapdoor
literalizes the rectum as grave and glory.®* Leo Bersani’s return is through
the floorboards. This space harbors the incomplete dissolution of self and
other during the sexual act and the incomplete dissolution of personhood
‘under extreme neoliberal violence—be it rape or Ramses’ stew making from
“the bodies of the dead. This shallow grave extends to envelop Chema when
'she throws herself into the pot some time after her death, prompting her
- mother to move on to vengeance. The underground of Ramses’s stage space
s also a literalization of the catacombs Padre Alonso mentions as the space
" underneath the church that is ideal for a clandestine lab. Yet, unlike many
' catacombs, everything that disappears in the underspace in Ramses reap-
~pears, much like the secret histories of neoliberalism that the play exposes.

Ramses contra los monstruos., Directed by Ryan Purcell. Drew Ledbetter
as Ramses, Brandon Vukovic as Tito/Titus. Photo by Mark Turek.

which describes a shuttered but glorious theater in downtown LA becomﬁlg
a double for a still majestic body ravaged by AIDS. The transformation of;
movie theater from pre-epidemic cruising zone to post-nationalist safe h
n"farks it as both a refuge and a ruin. The palimpsest nature of the space co
_blnes Mexican national and U.S. queer memories, joining past, present, and
imagined furure in one space. :
In the 2013 production, the entire stage becomes Ei Egipcio for the second
half of the play—transforming before our eyes right before the intermission,
This is the only major scene change in the play, and it is consciously stagftl.iﬁ
front of the audience, making us keenly aware of the space itself. All Further.
action in the play, then, happens “in the theater” Cazares’s stage directions
ask actors to do whar cannor be staged, such as sleeping on a row. ofired
theater seats, and designers to do the near impossible—making a showenof
rain and sand. These impossibilities underscore El Egipcio’s biggest failure—"
its refusal to resolve into a stable domestic space for the charactcrsﬂrlié;
inhabit it. Chema, who uses it as a studio, is adamant that she does not.live.
there. When Ramses and Tito/Titus try to make themselves comfortabie, the
theater fails to be a home sweet home. Ramses vomits up the hot choe'(:lhﬁ
t‘h';.lt Tito/Titus makes him, undoing any hope the audience may have ofitheir.
liaison resolving into monogamous cohabitation. This safe house ultimatd]}'_i

becomes an unsafe house violated by the very violence that it tries to kee yat:

Theatrical Obsolescence as Critique

The appearance and reappearance of bodies, of course, engages with the
‘theatricality of the theater, notably, the recognition that dead and dying
characters always return to live again as actors taking their bows at curtain
tall. This uncanniness, explored so fully by Herbert Blau, haunts the play.5*
-Yet, unlike a more generic formulation of the actor as dead and undead, in
 Cazares’s play these bodies reference the materiality of the narco-dead spe-
difically. The play theatricalizes and depicts a refusal to be disappeared. The
" premise that drives the plot, after all, is Ramses’s inability to dissolve the
bodies and souls of those killed in the narcoguerra.

\Cazares’s disappearances are the latest in a long (neoliberal) series of dis-
‘appearances emergent in the 1970s in the Southern Cone, where bodies of
.those who opposed military dictatorships (and the economic shock doctrines
that came with them) were thrown from planes and absented from view by
- the state. In the 1990s in Judrez, assassins first disappeared women, then
‘buried or dissolved them. Later, they placed their corpses in the open air for
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display as they do male cadavers, writin i
power over territory and consciousness.

killings are a language that replaces urilitarian violence with express
lence.5* They were meant to be seen and

apprehended by spectéfo_ﬁi?
ways, then, Cazares’s choice to have the erasure of narco-vio

coguerra, suggesting that there are multiple modes of dealing with tha falles
Chema’s treatment in Ramses best exemplifies Cazares’s mode o

death marerial, Her long-limbed body remains onstage after she kille

first spilling awkwardly out of a makeshift refrigerator, then in siibseq

scenes being led around the stage clumsily by her mother, whom sh!
ers over. The uncanny appearance of

eérasure or naturalization as 3 corpse. Chema re
exiting the stage as actor afrer the perform
as a character, sutured to her mother’s side.
her daughter’s absence but her very {un)jre

mains, not by standing
ance but by remaining
Her mother’s mourning is i
al undead presence, Amelia
o tries to help her comesito.

i Purcell. Sophie Netanel
los monstruos. Directed by Ryan
Ramse:scl(.’;gir: stgn Brown ns La Barbie. Photo by Mark Turek.

I'm not burying her! She’s mine. I won't let her

T y. e ﬂﬂj'body t ]l f.l Ere. Caz I ters nell‘h(:l’ _p p
Clllltﬂ, dﬂn wWor won't ] t ﬁna 1L l I h 6 mon

i blic
ed legitimate operations of finance capital nor Sio theys ::::;kz ;19.&2 1;:1 e
‘appearances in finance cap?tals. Iqstead_ Cazar;s an::zs. crs are from the
rth so they're forgotten, lé,bal South, enacting tht.! v101encF in thelr.owrtlhrz ° )ir] iy -y
} ion :
I l.e;;?:fali:sig:;tdeath. These monsters represent the.t.‘lefcn‘nrmnon:1 ;)uf r:llz
'rl?:l in the flesh. The monsters we see on stage take over: Ramses co

] them they consume Ramses, they both consume Tito/Titus. And, I think it is
J - ¢

The embodied presence of th
deceased, in a way echoed by
Chema’s presence is joined by

e character also refuses the spectrality, of\the

the corpses that emerge from the body,

Ramses brings into the Egyptian safe house; for example, La Barbie"sf_f_irp falr.to say, they :flso consumtl: us. uggests that Cazares imagined an army of
after Tito/Titus opens the body bag to look at him. The corpses of La/Barbie * An early version of the play sugg
and Lidia cease to be docile bodies or eve

n corpses, forcing Tito/Titus to
me in the play. .
Mexican monster movies whi
d remain monstrous, ratheg.t

i r against
thie dead as zombies {a voodoo resurrection) that wou_ld Iﬁght a wi: 2 fr -
otrafﬁc In the final draft of the play, however, ttls ar;:r:t:ssc:;) g ar e

p . - - r

b € ic strike, not against the narcos,
Become a very human strateg ke , L
e imCalderlgn With the help of Lidia’s curse, Ame!ln, ong of dl:ﬁefihe S
.' :cieir)z left alive, vows to assassinate the former president. So whi the play
'?F_bstensibly le,JOth Ramses and the monsters,lthe true aw:ngcllni?-l O[f’n -
'El'lzema’s mother, who remains unconsumed—a situation revers;:t din O
play, whose female hero is ambivalently rep:?t;:ed lb)l: ar:;nal:; ‘}‘);vergor .
B This iti lia as a neoliberal hero, ]

is is not to position Amelia 1 ‘ b ever, 2l
'fél?.::ssa singularpme]odrama villain. The biopolitical machinations o

mourn Chema’s death openly for the firse ti
While these reappearances recall the
undead border on camp, Cazares’s undea 1an
zombielike. This distinction js important to make in the age of zombie capl
talism. In Haitian culture zombjes are beings raised from the dead by an
external force; in contemporary culture they stand in for dead labor, or.mi
less adherence 1o capitalistic norms. The ;
' nd us of dead labor by taking over
n speaking against the mobilization 3
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narcomachine are not simply the work of one man, but of an entire etoh The marked relationship between consumption and death literalizes Profe-
system, as Cazares well knows. His dramaturgy underscores his poiiti An ‘Alonso’s concerns. Ultimately, however, this scene goes beyond making
early lec,ture by P ro_fesora Alonso states it plainly, cheekily revising Gharlss aim about complicity and consumption to making a more complex
Bowden’s fa'mf)us dictum: “El Paso/Ciudad Juirez is neoliberalism’s patiés ‘claim about the false distinction between licit and illicit drugs. By bring-
A5 But this is not & laboratory. This is a battleground. And the drug g antiretrovirals, mushrooms, and cocaine into the same scene, and into
raging on the other snd.e of the border right now is a crisis of neolib the same body, Cazares reminds audiences that legal prescription drugs and
of flccel.erared economic stratification.”®® This professor, who teaches illégal drugs are both parr of the contemporary pharmacological regime that
University Of Texas at El Paso (UTEP), is no mere innocent bystand es the experience of everyday life. Although there is a pill bottle in this
moral guardian. Sthe is complicit in the regime as a consumer. As S/he ol e, in others, Tito/Titus carries his HIV meds in a baggie much like the one
near the end of the play: “By now, as I am sure you all know your classm the mushrooms are in and like those in which cocaine is usually sold. The
Chema Carrasco was gunned down in Ciudad Judrez the night after o last presence of the baggies as props onstage is a constant signifier of drug con-
class.. ! ?SIfe_d my dealer if it was somehow my fault. If 1 somehow, by, con® simption and purchase as a quotidian habit, much like carrying just enough
suming illicit drugs, was complicit in her death, If I was a narco t00."® The mets with you for a short trip. La Barbie mistakes Tito/Titus’s meds for Tyle-
!ook on the actor’s face when delivering the monologue tells us the ‘a0l carried by a nobody, misunderstanding Tito/Titus’s identity as Ramses’s
18 yes. bver and an HIV-positive individual. This juxtaposition, aided by a prop,
The final scene of the play, where Tito/Titus tries to offer Ramses’

h . b reveals a more intimate link between identity and consumption. Additionally,
tthS _roloms in exchange for the coke Ramses usually provides him, litera Ramses’s intimate relations with Tito/Titus and Alex make it clear that the
is violence; ' -

intensification of neoliberal practices in the United States and Mexico—such
asthe rise of the maquila, the emergence of narcotraffick, and the onslaught
TITO/TITUS: There’s a note inside. blithe AIDS crisis—share the same cultural time and space. The AIDS crisis
RAMSES: Ramses, the next time we fuck, we’ll eat these, teononancatly ismot usually thought to be a symptom of the neoliberal; certainly, I do not
flesh of God, the divine mushroom. posit causality here. Yet, as Cazares notes, that crisis and its pharmacologi-
TITO/TITUS; No wonder the Aztecs were fucked up and sacrificed cal supplement, antiretrovirals, are not isolated from capitalistic networks of
people. Their gods were hallucinogens, 5 Wviolence throughout the hemisphere. It is no coincidence that during Alex and
RAMSES: It’s no different now, m'jjo. - Ramses’s first night together, when Ramses outs himself as a narcotrafficker,
TITOITITUS.: Right. From now on, every time I snort some coke or. . ‘Gora-Cola is mentioned. This is not only a joke about U.S. market saturation
take a pill, it'll be an offering to you, all those souls Boing into my. of Mexico bur also a crucial part of the play’s genealogy of a transnational
bloodstream., i pharmacological regime. After all, Coca-Cola did actually begin its life as a
RAMSES: I'd rather not think about you as I do my job. It’s beenitob drug (it contained cocaine).”’ Thus, this scene inaugurates and theorizes an
Sl (,;Et dressed. We need to leave before anybody gets here. We're éra of pharmacological violence that has existed from the 19805 to the pres-
fucked if we ger caught. £nt, but whose roots span the entirety of the twentieth century.
- The play marks an extended biopolitical moment, when the creation, sale,
and distribution of pharmacological products becomes the capitalist venture
r excellence, licit and illicit, in the United States and Mexico. In the '80s,
the cost of HIV medications kept them out of the hands of all bur the most
‘affluent usegs. Those who could not afford the drugs were left to die, con-
‘necting capitalism and physical violence at the most basic level. Today, Gilead
Seiences, the company that owns most of the patents on single-dose HIV regi-
ens (and Truvada) is one of the most profitable businesses in the world.” In
this way, the Sinaloa cartel and Gilead Sciences are not so different: they are
‘Organizations that control the distribution, sale, and price point of pharma-
.ological products. By exposing this connection, however obliquely, Ramses
‘pecforms as the anti-Dallas Buyers Club. Instead of romancing the straight

1

(TitofTitus gets dressed. As be does, a bottle of pills falls out of his! .
pocket. Tito/Titus scrambles to pick it up.) A

RAMSES: What's that? i
TITO/TITUS: . . . Pills. Meds. -
RAMSES: Are you sick?
TITO/TITUS: . . .

RAMSES: Are you sick?
TITO/TITUS: What if | were?

(Ramses kisses Tito/Titus.)7
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tha wake of these failures, Cazares offers eschatology. Although he theorizes
the play as the end of the world, the play actually does not end, indicating
that/Cazares’s investment is in thinking about the future as a present event.
He shows how the end of one era and the emergence of the next coexist and
¢ also meld with empires past. That Cazares references both the Egyptian era
1s no escape even in (or around) death. and the Aztec past suggests a palimpsestic relationship to cosmology as well.
In a more extreme way than Saracho, Cazares shows how net Shema’s painting references the ritual of the new fire, the same ceremony of
affective experience is deeply pharmacological. Lépez and Maité metic renewal Moraga does. Here, however, the cycle of destruction and renewal
themselves to stave off their apprehension of neoliberal precarity, Titof. “seems more chronic than revelatory. Ramses’s failure, particularly his failure
takes his antiretroviral drugs to stay alive. Ironically, like the Aztecs’ teonaha dissolve bodies, can bring about the end of the world. But we don’t know
catl (Nahuatl for “sacred mushroom™), the antivirals also evince a motle o ifthe has yet, and we still won’t by the end of the play. If Tito/Titus feels that
experience filled with hallucinations and devil dreams—a radical reordest ‘hesis being reinfected “with the 80s” every time he and Ramses fuck, then
of the world thar structures the entire play. The jumps in time and spaﬁ:, hie , as audience members are reinfected as well, with a sort of antiretroviral
move between nightmares and reality so crucial to Cazares’s dramaturg historiography that reveals how time binds.
mimic the effects of antiretroviral drugs, so painstakingly detailed by D : . Following Elizabeth Freeman’s imperative, Cazares unbinds the future
Alonso in a darkly comic scene.where Tito/Titus first learns of his HIV.sta from reproductivity, effectively rejecting both U.S, and Mexican investments
His and others’ recreational drug use may or may not exacerbate or enhance : ?progressive teleology and the child as future. The avenging angel of this
these experiences. - . play, Amelia, is effectively un-mothered in this play. It is her child’s death and
The greatest moral hazard in this play, however, is not consuming drugs bier refusal to nurture the living that allows her to imagine the violent act that
or performing low-level labor in narco networks. After all, Ramses and Tito/. ill create a radical break with the present order: killing the former Mexican
Titus are not described as monsters in the prologue to the play. The mot . president. Amelia, given her age, cannot have another child. Her relationships
hazard is remaining actively ignorant of the history and present reality of “inithe future will be allegiances with young male queers and outlaws with
neoliberal violence. Consider Tito/Titus’s confession, which ends the plaf:‘_ “whom she will not procreate. The future then, is queer kind of regeneration.
& - This queer regeneration, however, rejects a hallmark of mainstream gay
TITo/tiTus: When I take the pill, . - ‘tlramaturgy: monogamous heteronormative coupling as post-revelation reso-
I feel that I'm swallowing the 80s. - lution. Cazares’s play refuses to hinge on the double confession of Ramses’s
IHearned love from Enrique Iglesias songs. relationship to the cartels and Tito/Titus’s HIV status—an important revi-
The ones that played at the beginning of telenovelas— sion to the 2011 version of the play. Ramses’s and Tito/Titus’s confessions
telenovelas made in a Mexico made for export. are beside the point. Given the intimate relationship between reproductive
Clear images of love, futurity and nationalism in the United States and Mexico and the importance
Clean images of blood., ‘of gay marriage to the domestication of queer threats to said nationalisms,
Never real. \Gazares’s dramaturgical choices represent a radical critique of neoliberalism
Never ending without resolution. ‘at.the level of dramatic structure, suggesting the importance of form as a
When [ take the pill, - mode of political critique in contemporary Latinx drama.
I'm swallowing the 80s whole hole.
The 80s never happened.
It’s a decade we only dreamt of.
Goodbye Ramses, I love you.
RAMSES: I love you too, Chiquito,™

white male entrepreneur as savior racing toward a more democratic dist i
tion of drugs leading to a clear teleological end to the AIDS crisis,

queer lovers reveal how the experience of antiretroviral therapy and qu
ian work for the cartels in and across the U.S. border underscore a\chro
and recursive state of being within transnational capitalism from which,

Enter the Mass Protagonist: so go the ghosts of méxico, part 1
4
The play, unlike Tito/Titus, does not even try to forget. And it does not even :
try to.resolve. Resolution here, it should be noted, is paired with forgetting,

. T_hlS final scene upends the idea of national progress as well as the pos-
sibility of escape from the violence of neoliberal narcoentrepreneurship, In

- Matthew Paul Olmos shares Cazares’s resistance to easy resolution, despite so
g0 the ghosts of méxico, part 1’s more orthodox structure. Partly biographi-
- cal, the play tells the story of Marisol Valles Garcia, a Mexican woman, who
at age twenty, became the police chief of Prixedis G. Guerrero, Chihuahua,
aismall town besieged by cartel violence. Sick of the violence she was seeing,
the criminology student and mother of a small child ook office in November
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2010, when no one else applied.” Their reluctance was not surprising, as h it with it at a crucial moment. The 2013 production used music much as
predecessor was killed and beheaded by the cartels. In her short time in off i McMahon describes Saracho’s sound design for El Nogalar, as a mode
Valles Garcia hired a number of female officers, who were mostly unary to break the narco silence created by fear in many Mexican communities.
and implemented a number of social reforms aimed at making life livab il Morete’s and Giiero’s reaction to the music as a threar argues that this
Judrez. These included getting kids back to school, creating neighborh pnic presence endangers their domination of the world. Giiero, the white
watch communities, and going door to door offering support to commu US. interloper—who also is part of the business in a way we don't quit'e
ties. She also instituted a free lunch program, which she took particularps de nderstand—claims late in the play that he can’t do his work with “all . . . this
in.”* Despite the nonviolent tactics she used ro discourage young people!f :'L" ‘noise.”” As the last stage direction tells us, within a cacophony of confusion
getting involved in the cartels, Valles Garcia began receiving death threats 2 after Mari disappears, “music goes in strength over the voices, silencing them.
few months into the job. She fled over the U.S. border in March 2011 with Dg_afening in beauty before spilling over the sort of serenity that just does

im0t exist anymore.”® The music, then, is a sonic imagining of the world as it

her family and sought asylum. 1
In so go the ghosts of méxico, part 1, Valles Garcia is called “a brave should be but is not. Olmos couples this aural utopia with the threat of a rising
woman in Mexico,” a sobriquet that echoes the one given to her by, the Span arm y of ghosts just outside the play’s doors, mixing beauty and terror, horror
ish newspaper E! Pais, which was quickly disseminated by the U.S. /p e and dreamscape, so as to render the possibilities of the true ends of the
urug war theatrically. This combination materializes Olmos’s thesis that it is
aicollective of souls and voices thar can change the situation in Mexico rather
‘than recourse to individual agency and the protection of the nuclear family.

the bravest woman in Mexico.” The Valles Garcia character, Mari, is i
sole woman onstage in so go the ghosts of méxico, part 1, surrounded by,

{Here, Clmos departs from Valles Garcia’s own public discourse, where she
often refers to the nuclear family, albeit strategically).™

four men and no one else, which is notable considering that Valles E;l'_rgia

expressly hired many women to be on her police force, Mari’s orders/are
given to invisible coworkers, who by default largely leave her alone omstage

to defend herself against visible and invisible forces. The chilling reality, of - Perhaps ironically, this claim is embedded in a play that ostensibly hin_ges

1 upon the idea of a singular hero: the so-called bravest woman in Mexico.

The complexity of this bait and switch is challenging, as is Olmos’s tone

which moves between eerie, lyrical, and darkly comic. Both the 2013 produc-

abandonment is made clear by Mari’s work in the police station, where she
flon directed by Meilyn Wang and the 2014 Spanish-language production

hands off tasks to imaginary employees. Their absence is noted by El Moreté
£ atRepertorio Espafiol attempted to navigate these dramaturgical challenges
3 while rendering Olmos’s vision into theatrical language, revealing the conun-

when he jokes that a busy police station should be, well, busy—not em Q‘}

and quiet as it stands. That this emptiness is acknowledged theatrically,sug

gests that these invisible workers were consciously used to render. abs

rather than simply being a production exigency (that is, absent to avoid th

cost of casting actors to play such small roles). i iftims of staging neoliberal violence.® For most of the play, the dead police
chief, who returns to help Mari, represents the ghosts of Mexico. In the 201.3
production at New York City’s La Mama Experimental Theatre Club, this
“Bigbre was a stagy undead creature complete with stage blood, whitened face,
‘and a removable head. His first entrance is through a door made of plastic

| Sirips, much like those popular in butcher shops, a site allusively rendered

Mari’s primary psychological conflict is with her husband, wholba
her for taking the job, pointing to the damage that it will cause a not yet

‘Wwhen seeing the bloody corpse enter the stage. Until Mari’s husband diels,
' this door is the portal between the ghosts and the living. Mari’s husband, in

ceived daughter, who becomes another absent presence onstage. The attention
' contrast, resurrects himself onstage, reminiscent of Ramses’s Chema.® In the

to procreation is present from the play’s inception. It opens with -M';éfd
her husband having sex in their car; they are arguing about having a/cHild
when they are interrupted by static, which puts an end ro their intercoursa and
any possibility of impregnation. This failed reproductivity, an issue to/w ich

12014 production at Repertorio, the dead police chief was similarly nttire.d

bt emerged from within the set itself, not from an offstage exit, making his

ability to appear consistent with the dead husband. The Mexican prod_uctlon,

P haps because of lack of resources, costumed the dead police chief less

[ will rerurn, culminates with the emergence of a different presence, aim: as§
mobilization, which brings with it a detour away from psychological.r@hlm

forcefully, using white makeup and rtattered clothing—a choice that Olmos
himself found quite affecting in its minimalism.

and from representational mimesis. This transformation occurs when Mari'’s
Yet Olmos clearly has a theatrical and self-referential imagining of how

husband checks out the car, which is not running, to see where the noiss is'
\the dead are resurrected onstage. In the scene in which Mari’s husband rises

coming from. When he does this Mari turns the dial on the radio, only,
have “sounds of music burst from the static.*” Eventually, the music .t
\from the dead after being killed by El Morete, Giiero admits he is freaked out

over, harassing El Morete, the minor cartel lieutenant, with a song he refe
to as “my sister’s ass.””® Over the course of the play, the music functios
Mari’s tool and companion in idealism. She is the only one who can hear its
siren song. Eventually she uses it to save her life, summoning the dead |polica’

« X
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by the deaq husband’s presence. He references the theatrical conceit
the actor rises from the ground in the dialogue:

at
4]

b’)}i&
GUERO: Alright, alright. - |
DEAD HUSBAND: Is it, alright? You don't look alright.

GUERO: I'll give you that. The fact that you’re standing there talltin' :

but at the same tiine y re so 1 Or over
g thcm "

Giiero's sarcastic demeanor masks his h
absurdity qf his rise. Referencing both the actor’s movement o e and
the separation of the ghost and corpse of Mari’s dead husbandl’l:t?(gp
comment uncannily forces audiences not to make invisible the v"nﬁ ; 1';'
narco-violence. Notably, this maneuver echoes Chema’s rise fro : d

in . , m.the dead
Ramses. Wang and her design team’s costuming and makeup fo

these two figures, howe i i
: ver, made the characters legible i
than ghosts to au B ork Ty

: dience members such as the New ' iti
reviewed the production.® While the critic only noted :;::Ecﬁ':;:l:srslgc 1-
aspect of the production, reading the ghosts as zombies has another b? e
cff‘ect.: encourfiging one to read the end of the play as a zombie apgualm "
Within US cinema, this apocalypse often symbolizes a large-scale dyst
run by invisible forces, spreading contagion.* That event is quite d
from Olmos’s rising up of the ghosts, even if it is also dependent on the
power 'of the collective. Olmos's ghosts’ Lazarus-like resurrection is|mes
to remind agfliences of those killed in the narco wars and to rnatt:il'1
the pel:n:neablllty of national borders by said ghosts, literalizing transnau'
complicity and the possibility of recognition. The spectral other of undogte
mente.d laborers who populate the paranoid U.S. mind, these ghosts are' I-'.
materla_l and not, made invisible by U.S. failure to recc’Jgnize fhem Th pac
not trying to eat or infect the living so much as to open up the éoss’?gi;g
of a new tomorrow. An exchange between the dead police chief and Gﬁﬁ?&,

the American interloper, | '
: , lays out the stakes of the situation - dead!
husband rises from the stage: = dh_%

orror and lets the audience inon'the

i

-

DF.[;)\D POLICE CHIEF: You Americanos, you see ghosts on all your days;
utb you never quk at them. (Giiero has to bold bis hand up as itds, ;
50 bright.) There is nothing little abour it, Americano. 4
DE!LD POLICE CHIEF: On the streets, in your home. But pretty soon,
:\ ere lwdl be nl:) more homes, there will only be ghosts. And rell.me:
mericano, what will you look ar then? (Gii =
i ? (Giiero moves awa
the window.) -
c & i i i
Dt:izo. That's uh . . . quite a view. (Ef Morete quietly dials his phonel)
'b POLICE CHIEF: Don’t worry Giiero, soon you will be surrounded!
y so many of us, that my hearr cannor even understand it how

T 1
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surrounded. But maybe tha’s okay, huh. It’s not my heart that needs
to understand it."”

{In both New York productions, at Repertorio Espafiol and at La Mama, this
cane asked the acrors and audience to do the work of imagining the masses
tare not represented onstage, either by sitting behind Gitero and the dead
'molice chief and imagining them behind the plastic door (as at La Mama) or
‘by.occupying the space of the ghosts as the dead police chief and Giiero look
out at-the andience {at Repertorio).
" By the end of the play, Olmos abandons any attempt to have the actors
“embody the ghosts materially onstage. Olmos concedes that he had no partic-
lar.image in mind for the last stage direction of the play and has questioned
ether or not this stage direction adds one too many endings to the play. In
\fhe 2013 La Mama production, when “several hundred ghosts appear™ we
‘are confronted with a blackout and the rustle of the narcos looking for the
missing Mari—a simplification of the play’s ending.%* Without the burden
‘of having to represent the ghosts’ invasion of the world Olmos and Wang
can abandon the woefully inadequate door that the dead police chief enters
through at the beginning of the play, opening up borders through aural

"means instead. Certainly, the permeation of the soundscape modeled this

form of expansion, In the Repertorio production, the last scene was handled
differently: the ghosts were represented by a handful of sets of empty cloth-
ing raised on tie line which appear to float upward to the sky. El Morete
shoots at these ghosts as the play ends. This interpretation of the ghosts more
clearly marked the present absence of the narco-dead, alluding to the femi-
cides throughout Mexico—which are often represented in performance art
‘and theater by empty and discarded clothing, performing a certain memorial
function, as in Cristina Michaus’s Women of Ciudad Judrez.

In Olmos’s play, I argue, we are to think about the ghosts as a collec-
tive, rather than as evidence of individual casualties—and it is here that the
impossible stage direction becomes most productive for rethinking the prob-
‘lem of the transnational drug trade. The impossibility of staging Olmos’s
“hundreds of ghosts underscores the near impossibility of staging collectives

and transnational forces irreducible to emblematic characters within a the-
atrical frame. This conundrum is not confined to the stage but penetrates
the politica) imaginary as well. We struggle to imagine mass mobilization
against neoliberalism in ways that acknowledge the necropolitical world
without being unduly cynical. In so go the ghosts of méxico, part 1, Olmos’s
ghosts suggest that they might return as a spectral yer fleshy mob becoming
a multitude. A curious version of Hardt and Negri’s utopian imagining of
{democracy after {E)mpire, this “multitude” is less a new form of democracy
in the secular political tradition than an eschatological return, echoing with
‘Moraga’s and Cazares’s understanding of end times with its presence of past,
present, and future ar once.%’
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More mundanely, the conflicted legacy of ghosts as absence or presetice i
shot through the process of developing the play. As Olmos claims inan
view, his early conception of the play was fueled by his interest in the id
ghost towns at the U.S.-Mexico border® It i notable that the town whete
Valles Garcia was sheriff is one of these towns. Pradexis de Guerrero’s 2010
census showed a population of under 5,000, about 60 percent of its
tion in 2000.” This absence corresponds with one of the initial influ .
the play—the idea that if everyonie left towns that were riddled with na
violence, the violence would necessarily stop, marking the unsustainahilif
the current situation. Of course, in reality, the abandonment of these: OIS
has had dire effects on nonurban economies and the survival of the current
residents. As a theatrical allegory, however, we are asked to remember. w
is not present at every step of the play. Thus, these ghosts, those who ara t
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gonvince her she needs to stay to change things, and the latter Olf, which u:ig:s
et [ . . I ros
hér to save herself. In addition, Mari’s exchange with Giiero about ¢ g

border lays out the problem with heroism.

GUERO: . . . You'll be in the papers: online and off. News anchors will
want to interview you about you. About what happenec‘l to your
husband. How did this twenty-two year old with a family of her own
decide to . . . well, we know the story.

MaRI: And I'll get to go with you across . . . o

GUERO: Look, I've got no shot of quieting whatever .:l“ this is in this
country, but I've got a pretty good chance of making you famous
in mine. And well, my country is, if nothing else, somewhat louder

than yours. _ .
DEAD HUSBAND: Did you hear him, he can’t quiet you, Mari. Nobody

ere, are as much Olmos’s protagonists as Mari is. That the ghosts will al
inevitably dominate Giiero and other U.S, citizens is the play’s threat and 10
Fascinatingly, the hope and threat of these ghosts is untethered from Mari's
singular success or failure at stopping violence in her town. Mari brin
music—the sonic presence of that same staged absence—that symboliz
different way forward, but her personal crusade does not matter so much
in the end. She ultimately fails to stop the violence and comes to the'-l']niﬁ :
States instead. Consider the penultimate scene of the play (the last one with
text), when Giiero tries to convince Mari to come to the United States:

can, Not him, not los narcos, not los soldados, not—
: what do you get? . _
ziti)\;oi\nMdari, your “yhuslfand“’s night. I can’t have all tl-us .« - Moise.
In the business sense of it. And while I know the busm'ess is the
opposite of what you care about, if you dqn’t come with me, l:{our
entire family, will be . . . just like him. Whlcl:l, I am sorry might "
sound like music to you now, but we’re talking Grotesquely. Fucking

Torturously.?

"Meaning that the music does not need a_hero. In a.dt.:lmo!'l,h thle; pla:oi:ilsérrr;sl
| ﬁ't-.being a hero is, in some sense, t;gng cm_nphcnt wnl:_ t }:3 n libess)
machine. Giiero effectively silences Mari in M_e?ﬂco by ma ing her ah o
‘the United States. Gilero's comments make v1151b|e the reality t at the ze gf
1_ng of the liberal subject/hero withi.n the media fornc_mts the Elontlm;.:;ir; e
cartel activity rather than representing a way out of its ;;]roce urfesl. harm.a;
identity drives the point home that his nation hquses bot pm}alrer 1;1 cﬁ- harma:
'-:_:o'logical and media industries, exhuming the link ben.vecnlt ev orieatio
of the maverick liberal hero and the furtherance of. neollbera. capita U g Citiy_
political is Olmos’s critical self-awareness .about }'us own“desu;:, asaU. .man
Z:d:n, to make Mari a hero. In this SEHSE,.hlS labelmg her tht? ravest lwr(‘)wc |
‘in Mexico” is not without irony, a point largely 1gr}ored m.cr;m:am“di I}:
tion of the play. Olmos himself does see the real Mari as herqlc or csriticall f
E'p-against violence, but he does not reproduce a hero narrative un e with.
‘While Olmos’s dramaturgy may also have been an attempth to wres it
the rather ambivalent ending of the Valles (:Jarc1a§ story, his {nancleu p ing
‘undoes the audience’s ability to valor.ize Mari asa smg_ulaf' l:l;rmlne. n d:r a%
50, he frustrates the conventional desm:. to valorize the indivi u::tr hcr:l::id s
the best potential agent for ending the violence of the narco war. | ;1] : m,an
hero narrative was exactly what drew the press to the show—mc;.' u mi ma y
non-arts journalists who would not usually attend an off-Broadway show.

MARI: Es a simple question, Americano, what happens to la masica 15
go with you, :
DEAD HUSBAND: And imagine what can happen to la musica ifyour =

doesn’t go with him. ¢

(Gitero pulls out his mobile.)
GUERO: Look I've made my offer. It’s your life to take or ler go of.J_ﬂg.
say the word. And if you don’t say the word . . . well , . . then good!
luck to you, you best be on your way and me on mine. i/
{They stare. A moment. He dials, lights darken over him. Music bursts
through, it crosses countries and expands borders. Mari and busband)
look at each other as they listen in awe at the vibrations of the music,
White ont. )™

Given that the music ultimately prevails and ends the play, rather thanan_
individual act of heroism, so go the ghosts proffers the possibility of a new.
order that depends more on the power of the collective, the surround sound’
of the dead, rather than Mari’s heroism. This ending is at odds with the ago-
nistic demands of the dead husband and Gitero—the former of which tries to
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leos's critique of the singular protagonist, and by extension th -
§uh]ect, is met by critique of the rhetoric of family so importantito r[-fi
ical defense of the Mexican nation and to many neoliberal mobilizations
throughout the Americas. Mari attempts to widen the scope of care, poif
out that all Mexican citizens are her family, even when she links her,corx
to her own future childbearing. Notably, Olmos’s fictional Mariis.a.
even though the real Marisol Valles Garcia already had a child—n :
son—at the time she took office. Mari’s husband’s shortsightedness iniun
standing her motivations to help Mexico is critiqued throughout the pla
rants about Mari’s maternity read as deeply sexist and ridiculous on th
and on the stage. Yet the amount of stage time given to this discouitse
ic reference to Mari’s potential maternity in the United States as a
ing factqr l-:or her crossing reveal the persistence of heteronormative fi
even as it is being rejected. For Mari, in life and onstage, the extirtion
narcotraffic comes in stopping future generations from participating Her
success Icould be tied to a lack of procreation that would preven.f.-.a‘f
generation of narcorraffickers, This is a project to which the ghosts, as
as Mari’s social reforms, are essential. T

the naturalness with which we encounter these forms of machismo makes the
ique less legible than it could be, despite Olmos’s intentions. According
5 Olmos, in the Mexican production in San Miguel de Allende, El Morete
scary rather than bumbling and the critique of narco-masculinity did not
41 While his scariness may have been largely attributable to the reality
fnarcotrafficking in Mexico, the banter between El Morete and Giiero may
not have been as much a part of a cultural self-critigue in Mexico as it was in
New York theater circles. In the La Mama production, the actor play-
Giiero was over the top, and it was not always clear whether the audience
laughing with Gitero or at him. In the Repertorio production, the link
n the ridiculousness of narco-masculinity and imperialist history was
ne out with a more self-conscious performance in the first scene where
they meet. These production choices included the scene’s accompaniment
by épaghetti western music, red lights, and allusions to the trappings of the
western genre, features that are often associated with duels berween macho
men for popular audiences. That Olmos’s sequel to this play is described as
exploring “the ridiculous machismo of narco culture as shown through a cast
ofall women™ suggests he might be conscious of the difficulty in portraying
this critique with male bodies onstage.” That said, the fact that Mari is the
sole woman onstage surrounded by archetypical male characters in so go the
ts underscores the fact that she is constantly fighting a masculinist mode
of being as much as she is trying to hold off the traffickers. Olmos’s escalation
of the personal manifestations of patriarchy calls attention to the feminist,
and arguably feminine, way Valles Garcia herself chose to fight narcotraffic:
through hiring unarmed women to go door to door, doing social work with
arca youth to prevent them from entering the cartel industry in the first place.
This form of attack on narcomenudeo (the everyday effects of narcotraffic
it related to the trade) is a hopeful one, but one not often represented in tra-
onal media about narcotrafficking and transnational capitalism, perhaps
ause of its antidramatic and feminine nature.
"In my interview with Olmos, he made it explicit that he links femininity
with compassion and the hope for changing the dominance of narcotraf-
in the future. He views the music in the play as a feminine force that
battles openly with more masculine forces throughout the play. This music is
geeply incorporated in the rest of the trilogy, including the third play, which
PNT -y : " Lo 9 s inspired by the story of Javier Sicilia, the Mexican poet turned activist
hu:,lﬁ?a;):“f zI;CEI c]\!:;:t: mﬁ;;u!:t;g;l;f dg::{;z; l?:::-:ﬁr Z?ldcfiiiero,s‘:{;?g] ) whose son $as killed in a club in 2010. As a leader of pe‘aceful protest, he has
When they first meet, Gitero accuses Bl Morere {’in o li);h- :h iumi; r;i pme a llshtnlng roc! ﬁgu_re in Mexican protests against the current drug
cruising him—as a queer and a bottom. It is clear thathln; 5 d“:‘._. ¢) of . Interestingly, at this point, the second play zflso centers on female char-
Giiero, the white U.S, citizen, as a potential top who tries t0 5 15:l') L Bl ,namt?ly, a mother who lose.s et dagghter ot e olencF.Although
his Mexican counterpart. Their homophobic banter un dersco? Sl::ho + ]lflOS admits t.hz}t h.e stt:uggles w1§h showing the rgther epic reality of trans-
lousness of narco-masculinity, echoing Dreamlandia’s critical a - 'elll-'l'f_ _r_honal complicity in his plays, his attempt to thin® th.r ough the gendercd
easy conflation of queerness and failure to domi PPralsaliotiiey aspects qf _the cflrug tr.ade and focus on narcomenude:? in so go the gbosts,
© dominate. Yet one does wondep| “part 1 distinguishes his work from Hollywood narratives that valorize law

On Rejecting Narco-Masculinity, Narco-Realism

Olmos links his critique of U.S. imperialism to a critique of masculinit}";l@ '
borm Giiero is also the one who is most clearly threatened by the dead ipolice
ch{ef, who blames the United States for much of the problem. The polics chief
points out to Gilero that his own death was “one of your conquests;%an "
goes on to think through the consequences of these conquests. He s;jis;,l

How do you think the world will look at you when back outside
there we all are, in the thousands upon thousands, with our un'dead
hands all pointing straight at you. My guess: you'll shit your elf
worse than he just pissed himself, Americano. And maybe one da'f:"
you'll be an empty roo. Just like when bullets cross La Linea. Oh, Los: 3

Estados Unidos will de’ flate. Do you hear me what I'm tellin’ to.you,
you fuckin’ memory.* : e
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| he performance of entrepreneurship,

d through overt theatricality and inno-

: iti i heric neo-
ace to think through the necropolitical performances of hemisp f

" :
era i wi view and advocate for the € cacy o
seralism. In the conclusion, I will re . d for th . fi 24 f
atricality and dramarturgical revision as important tools to rethink politics

inthe neoliberal Americas.

is chapter has revealed how t

enforcement solutions to the end of transnational narcotrafficking, Tt . 0
Violence, and heroism are best critique

design works to the same end. Consider the sound design emhe&ﬂ in the
play’s last stage direction: i

EL MORETE looks up at the sky as it
brightens, as the music soars.
Several hundred ghosts appear. He
pulls his gun and aims it in all
directions. Lights drown over him.
Inside the home is messed; drawers are
opened, clothes strewn about. It is
vacated and looks exactly like the sort
of house you would see a decapitated
man laying in a pool of blood. From
outside, the sounds of tires crushing
onto gravel are heard. Headlights flash
the window. Several car doors open and
shut. The music swells, drowning out
the sounds of footsteps on gravel
moving closer and the clocking of
automatic weapons.
When the stage has hit to black, we
hear men’s voices entering the home,
shouting through it. Fragments of
phrases such as: “j:Donde estin?!” “;No
estdn aqui!” can be heard. The music
grows in strength over the voices,
silencing them. Deafening in beauty
before spilling over into the sort of
serenity that just does not exist
anymore[.] Curtain.

END OF PLAY.”

1

The sound of cars driving up and engaging in gunfire is replaced by music
displacing sound as a document of individualized forms of violence. This it
erally performs the death of the sound effects linked to flmic narco-realismja’
form that reifies violence as entertainment. The choral, undifferentiated mo
of music that ends the play instead offers up what bodies onstage cannof
do themselves: render palpable the hundreds of ghosts Olmos asks to enter
the stage. A literal reading of this direction would simply drown out whatis
going on stage. A more careful reading would suggest a more choral collabo.
ration, upending the narco-realistic solution—a crime solved (or not) ending
in heroic capture, assassination, and or redemptive death for a singular hero,
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1. Jon D. Rossini and Patricia Ybarra, “Neoliberalism, Historiography, Iden-
ity Politics,;Toward a New Historiography of Latino Theatre,” Radical History
Review, 112 (Winter 2012): 163.
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