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Dossier Introduction: Museums, Art, and the Politics of
Memory in Latin America

Robin Rodd

Duke Kunshan University, Kunshan, China

No one owns the past, but this has never stopped people from trying to shape or
foreclose our relationships with it. The stakes in forging certain relations with the
past are always consequential, whether or not they appear to be, despite a lack of
consensus surrounding the ends of remembering and forgetting. The terms of the
debate about memory evolve as the past becomes institutionalized, branded, culti-
vated by social movements, courted by elites or the downtrodden, integrated into
national(ist) mythologies or displaced by corporate aesthetics that disappear a sense
of time and the terms of the political altogether. For Manuel Cruz, history and
memory can never be understood outside of the political conditions that shape
them. By this he means that we are under constant and shifting pressure to forget or
remember in very specific ways, which are never reducible to remembering or
forgetting." Cruz advocates “a more shaded perspective” that acknowledges there
are pathological ways of remembering and healthy forms of forgetting.” Cruz’s
“more shaded perspective” complements Philip J. Brendese’s argument in favor of
an agonistic approach to memory. Extending approaches to democracy that empha-
sise the imperative of pluralism, Brendese argues that “democratization [...]
requires an agonistic engagement with multiple, often deeply conflicting, relation-
ships to memory and time.”> An agonistic approach to memory replaces the false
dichotomy of forgetting or remembering, and the naive assumption that memory is
useful in order to not repeat the horrors of the past with an open-ended dialectic of
ambiguity and multiplicity. After examining a range of (mis)uses of history, includ-
ing that it can tell us something about the present or how not to repeat the past,
Cruz reflects on the possibility that it could help us to live well. Helping us to live
well means—depending on one’s social position—maintaining hegemony or offering
the possibility of emancipation.? In the case of the latter, living well is synonymous
with imagining alternative futures, resisting, surviving, struggling. Remembering
well entails remembering the terms of the political, and the political terms of
memory itself, which open subjectivities of possibility and multiple paths to the
future. For Herbert Marcuse, remembrance revives the possibility of difference, the
radical potential of the future.” Subjectivity and imaginaries of political possibility
emerge out of memory. Memory is both the condition for subjectivity and possibi-
lity. In this sense, the politics of memory is always the memory of politics and
a basis for the cultivation of future possibility.
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Nostalgia and presentism, by contrast, are forms of remembering badly that foreclose
agency by enslaving the individual to the past and the status quo. Andreas Huyssen
argues that mediatized and commodified nostalgia has boomed relative to the decline of
a capacity to think the world historically.” Whereas history during modernity was
mobilised principally in order to imagine and move toward a future, the early twenty-
first century boom in memory is linked to an increasing inability (among Western
scholars, in any event) to imagine a future, or a diminishing lack of imagination relating
to the future.” Huyssen worries that we no longer look to either the future or the past
while imagination is trapped in an eternal present, creating “a fundamental crisis in our
imagination of alternative futures.”® Nostalgia and presentism each involve passive or
uncreative modes of forgetting premised on avoiding the inconvenient truths around
which our relations with the past are made.” Presentism is “a dictatorship of what exists,
a kind of submission to what is given.”'’ Nostalgia is at least an antidote to the
glorification of the present, but equally forecloses the possibility of the future. Projects
that turn the past into a form of tourism disconnected from the present, which occur in
many museums or theme parks, are means for the “powerful to naturalize the future,
turning it into a space for the inexhaustible reiteration of what already exists.”"' Cruz’s
treatment of memory concludes with a discussion of our responsibility to the future, not
merely in terms of our negative responsibility for damage done, but of creative and open-
ended possibility for what could be a responsibility to keep the future open.

The concept “politics of memory” refers to the terms around which certain ways of
thinking about, representing, and relating to the past as an aspect of contemporary social
life are considered legitimate or illegitimate, and “to the power relations that shape what
is available to be remembered, who is permitted to remember, and the practices, occa-
sions, and timing of remembering and forgetting.”'* The politics of memory have played
out intensely in Latin America since a wave of countries redemocratized in the 1980s and
1990s opened recent histories of state violence to public scrutiny, and initiated new
demands for truth and justice. Since this time, social movements and state actors have
collaborated and clashed over what and how the past should be remembered and
forgotten, and what futures should be fought for. Despite many Latin American countries
redemocratizing in the early 1980s, the timelines on truth, justice and memory are
neither linear nor do they proceed at the same speed or in the same direction. Public
debates surrounding state violence, memory and the possibility for human rights and
democratization are neither equally understood nor equally represented in constructions
of history and identity across the region. If some countries did or continue go through
booms in memory marked by new memorial practices, museum spaces or the commer-
cialization of nostalgia, the politics of memory in other countries have been tightly
constrained by nationalist agendas or the interests of those still implicated in state
violence. Redemocratization has been relative rather than absolute, despite narrative
constructions of rupture and the significance of the Nunca Mds paradigm in giving
voice to victims of state terrorism (while also, inadvertently, displacing the legitimacy of
victims of violence and domination not directly related to the most recent periods of state
terrorism)."?

Huyssen identifies two moments in Western culture when different discourses of
memory emerged, which are relevant to the papers in this dossier.'* The first occurred
in the 1960s as a consequence of national liberation and decolonization movements, and
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is marked by a search for alternative historiographies and traditions from the perspective
of the vanquished. This discourse coincides temporally with Latin American revolution-
ary struggles during the Cold War, and the possibility of a radical leftist alternative.
The second emerged in the 1980s out of debates around the appearance of new testi-
monies relating to the Holocaust, and a profusion of new commemorative celebrations.
The focus of this memory discourse is the subject of memory and the very act of
remembering. This discourse coincides temporally with the development of post-
dictatorship memory spaces and discourses centered around the victims of state terror
in Latin America. According to Cruz, these two sets of discourses present different, even
opposed, ways of defending memory. “[B]eneath the first there may still very well be
a certain progressive hope for the possibility of final emancipation, what underlies
the second is a conviction that the project of the Enlightenment has failed.”"” Despite
a recent regional turn to the right, and a surge in the fetishization of memory, emanci-
patory imaginaries persist,'® and coexist with those centered on memory itself. We can
consider Latin American museums in relation to their politics of memory, and to these
opposing memory discourses.

There has been a recent boom in the construction of memory museums and other
memorial sites in Latin America. The region’s first memory museum, in Rosario,
Argentina, and its most recent, in Bogota, are each the focus of discussion in this dossier
(Massuco; Guglielmucci). These museums and others throughout the region have
become sites of intense political contestation over the relationship of past to present to
future, the significance of human rights and justice, and the meanings of citizenship and
democratization. They also represent distinct regimes of memory politics which either
support the status quo or throw it open for critique. Some, like Bogota’s National Centre
for Historical Memory, reify the present and affirm state power (Guglielmucci), while
others, such as Rosario’s Memory Museum, tread a fine line between documentary and
artistic strategies to nourish the hope that other worlds are possible (Massuco). At best,
memory and other museums are places that draw out the politics of memory and invite
the consideration of multiple futures. Even if they do not, the memory museum reflects
a moral and political expectation that states confront past violence in an effort for citizens
to move forward, and a shift from the celebratory, nation-building projects of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries to a new emphasis on the negative legacy of history.
Memory museums are caught between difficult memories of the past and the political
concerns of the present, and thus speak to the temporal and moral ambiguity of
contemporary political and cultural life. While memory museums are venues that sustain
a material and documentary record, and can be places of healing and symbolic repara-
tion, they have also been at the forefront of efforts to balance the materiality of curated
collections with the sociality of education and the open-endedness of the visual arts.
Memory museums are prototypical examples, in this sense, of the “new museum” that
engages publics through interactive and participatory mechanisms.'” The significance of
art—architectural, conceptual, visual—to Latin America memory museums and memory
studies more broadly is reflected in the variety of scholarly attention these topics have
received.'® The diversity of memory spaces, and of debates around the aesthetics and
politics of memory in Latin America, speaks to the importance of maintaining questions
of rights, citizenship, justice and the political in the public sphere, and to the evolving
places of art and the museum in public life.
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The contributors to this dossier examine the politics of memory in a range of
museums, including memory museums in Colombia and Argentina (Guglielmucci,
Massuco, Defelippi, Rodd), art spaces in Brazil and Argentina (Amaral, Lobeto) and
Mexican museums that represent the U.S.-Mexican border (Mason). In the first con-
tribution to this dossier, Ana Guglielmucci examines the politics of memory surrounding
the development of the National Center for Historical Memory in Bogotd. Unlike
memory museums in the southern cone that memorialize civilians killed by the state,
this new museum is mandated to represent only the heroism of soldiers engaged in civil
war against the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarios de Colombia). For
Guglielmucci, the museum becomes a theater around which larger contradictions and
struggles to contain and contest representations of suffering and justice play out in
a Colombia “in transition” in which the violence of the past spills into the present. At
stake in the state’s efforts to portray the police and military as heroes, and all other
instigators of violence as criminals, is the denial of the possibility of alternative sub-
jectivities and futures. This narrative serves to legitimise a status quo marked by ongoing
state violence while making different visions of either the future or the past disappear.
What is ultimately erased, Guglielmucci argues, is the capacity to imagine any possibility
of emancipation.

The photographic essay by Larry Defelippi, meanwhile, explores the experiences of
both ex-FARC and ex-AUC (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia) fighters who took up an
opportunity to “demobilize” and return to civilian life. By presenting combatants from
both sides of the conflict, the photo essay explores the heterogeneous subjectivities
associated with Colombia’s civil war, as well as some of the common challenges that ex-
combatants face in reintegrating into civilian life. The photos of ex-combatants reflect
a careful positioning of the experiences of trauma and desire to return to society that
members of both the paramilitary and the FARC feel. Far from conveying the heroic, the
images reveal the vulnerabilities of post-war subjectivity and the haunting failure of
a negotiated peace process that continues to imperil a relearning of civilian life.

Lucas Masucco’s article provides a detailed account of the contestations surrounding
the development of Rosario’s Memory Museum, including the question of how to convey
the museum’s three organizing questions: who remembers, what to remember, and how
we remember. He argues that memory museums have tended to present the experiences
of victims and perpetrators, or deal with the relationship between idea, artefact and the
production of memory. The former tends toward empiricism, while the latter tends
toward humanistic exploration. Masucco’s analysis of the development and curatorial
logic of Rosario’s Memory Museum reveals, he argues, a third way where testimony is
aestheticized. The museum’s two founding functions—testimonial and consciousness
building about the importance of memory—were addressed through a strategy that
combined documentary and artistic forms. In this way, the museum “narrates political
history from the present, proposing an interpretive space where the public participates by
way of their feelings and reflections.”"”

The essay by Robin Rodd also examines the politics of memory and the role of art in
Argentine memory spaces. His essay argues that these spaces have tended to represent
binary distinctions between victims and perpetrators, the past and the present, while
precluding representations of complicity and shared responsibility in state terrorism.
Rodd argues that this is a consequence of the dominance of the Nunca Mds human rights
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discourse, which provides an ethical basis for the voices of victims, as well as the
incomplete nature of Hannah Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil. The author explores
several recent works that engage with Arendt’s discussion of banality and shared respon-
sibility, and suggests that Michael Rothberg’s notion of the implicated subject, in
particular, can provide opportunities for new memory work to articulate a range of
subjectivities beyond victim/perpetrator. Rodd concludes by suggesting that the explora-
tion of implicated subjectivities lends itself to open-ended, artistic approaches, and that
Argentina’s history of conceptual art provides a resonant base for future creative,
curatorial and theoretical elaborations.

Robert Mason explores the ways that Mexican museums forge a sense of nation-
hood out of representations of militarized violence and the U.S.-Mexican border.
Mason’s paper combines historical analysis of border violence with examination of
the use of narrative and imagery in museum exhibits to explore the ways that
museums shape and participate in public discourses about sovereignty, citizenship
and the state. Mason argues that two distinct curatorial styles are employed in
museums, involving distinct articulations of the relationship of the past to the present,
which make different moral demands of museum patrons, and which produce discrete
possibilities for citizenship and subjectivity. The author discusses ways that museums
produce discourses that both support and contest dominant national mythologies,
while identifying the specific terms of the politics of memory relating to these fraught
contestations.

The final two papers in this collection present comparative analyses of the production
of hegemony, cultural memory, and the coloniality of power in relation to artworks and
art spaces in Latin America and Oceania. Claudio Lobeto’s article reads the production of
art, the hierarchical coding of artistic merit, and the spaces in which art is shown and
celebrated as components of a colonial matrix of power and as sites for the potential
disruption of hegemony. It is in these terms that Lobeto provides an analysis of artworks
and museums in Melbourne, Sydney, Sao Paulo and Buenos Aires. From the legacy of
slave history in Brazil to the experience of Bolivian migrants in Argentina, to the white
normativity of Australia’s settler colonialism, this comparative analysis reveals the
culturally specific terms around which hegemony, alterity and disruption are asserted
and refracted in artwork. What happens to form-content relationships, the notion of
collection, the role of museums and exhibition spaces, and notions of the popular when
the optics shift from colonial-modernist to decolonial? Lobeto notes the inherent risks in
using spaces built on the coloniality of power to disrupt the mechanisms of power while
asking to what extent art spaces can become spaces for counter-hegemonic, decolonial
encounters.

Vanine Amaral makes a dialogue between the politics of art and memory in two
settler colonial societies: Brazil and New Zealand. Amaral situates her study in the
context of a recent memory boom, exploring the ways that this boom has and has not
allowed space for First Nations peoples to contest national identities and memories. In
both New Zealand and Brazil, art from historically oppressed groups has been chosen
to represent “a general but essential idea of their country’s identity.”** The integration
of First Nations (New Zealand) and popular art (Brazil) corresponds, Amaral argues,
with a shift from the nation building projects of the early twentieth century to more
recent nation branding projects in the context of global market positioning. By setting
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up a conversation between art and memory and socially dominant and socially
oppressed groups, Amaral demonstrates that the cultural memories selected for in
nation branding projects reproduce the discourses of those occupying socially domi-
nant positions.

If the cultivation of appreciation for human rights and democratic citizenship, focuses
of several of the museum spaces discussed in this dossier, are key vectors of the
Enlightenment project, recognition of the failure of the Enlightenment sets the stage
for the decolonial imperatives discussed by Amaral and Lobeto. The politics of memory
must be understood in its broadest possible terms as encompassing a plurality of
contestations beyond those relating to recent histories of dictatorship and state terrorism.
Indeed, the current heterogeneity of Latin America’s memory politics, only a fraction of
which is represented in this dossier, reflects both the vitality of Latin American social
movements that have succeeded in prizing open public spaces for the recognition of new
voices and ways of thinking the world, and the legacy of anti-democratic state and market
structures. By considering the politics of memory in relation to the use of art and other
curatorial strategies in museums, this dossier seeks to reveal possibilities for and limita-
tions on the formation of viable subjectivities in relation to post-dictatorship, post-civil
war, and postcolonial contexts. The following articles invite reflection on the many ways
that our evolving relationships with the past encourage us to live badly or well, and on
how we might keep the future open.
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