A videotape by Ursula Biemann
1999,42 minutes, Color, Video
A video essay set in the Mexican-U.S. border town of Ciudad Juarez, where U.S. multinational
corporations assemble electronic and digital equipment just across from EI Paso, Texas, this
imaginative, experimental work investigates the growing feminization of the global economy and
its impact on Mexican women living and working in the area. Looking at the border as both a
discursive and material space, the video explores the sexualization of the border region through
labor division, prostitution, the expression of female desires in the entertainment industry, and
sexual violence in the public sphere. Candid interviews with Mexican women factory and sex
workers, as well as activists and journalists, are combined with scripted voiceover analysis,
screen text, scenes and sounds recorded on site, and found footage to give new insights into
the gendered conditions inscribed by the high-tech industry at its low-wage end.
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Women in the Director's Chair Film and Video Festival
Biennale of the Image in Movement, St. Gervais, Geneva - Palmeres Award
Beijing + 5 Conference
Documentary Video and Film Festival, Kassel Werkleitz Festival, Netherlands
Santa Cruz Documentary Film and Video Festival
"[This] video skillfully captures processes of exploitation in its gendered, sexualized,and
racialized forms, together with a sophisticated epistemological interrogation about
how knowledge of the "border" is produced, performed,and materialized."
Marjolein van der Veen, Wellesley College

"...both a criticism of pancapitalism and an attempt in a discursive way to establish what the
possibilities are for individual female lives in this cyborg world of labour."
Yvonne Volkart, n. paradoxa
-To see this film is to see an outrageous scandal that has been swept aside;
fortunately, now it is kept alive in this intriguing documentary."
Lourdes Portillo, Filmmaker

PERFORMING THE BORDER
Director's Bio

Ursula Biemann studied art and critical theory in Mexicoand at the Schoolof Visual Arts
and the Whitney IndependentStudy Programin New York. Her art and curatorialwork
focuses on gender relationsin economy.mediaand the urban space and on rearticulating postcolonialwork relationsand visual representations.Recentactivities
include collaborativeart projectsand publicationswith migrantwomen in Switzerland
and Kultur. a two-year project on gender and urban politicsin Istanbul.Involvedsince
1988 in work on the US-Mexicoborder. she produceda video essay Performingthe
Border in 1999 and is currentlyworkingon a book on postcolonialart practice.
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77Iesenotes are about the Swissartist Ur.nJa Riemann s
video essay Perfonning the Border (1999) which she
presented in previe-w fonrr at the Second Cyberfeminist
International in Rouerdam, March 8-11.1999.
I have known Concha for more than five yean. Due
to the facilities she had in crossing and avoiding US
border officials, Concha started to pass wet backs. Her
strateeies were multiple and variable.
This is one voice we hear in the video as we see a
\Voman driving her car through the desert. When she
became pregnant and was abandoned by her husband.
Conchahad to look for a new income. She started a service
for pregnant women who wanted to give birth to their child
in the USA, hoping to get a US-passport by these means.
If you want to work in the Mexican border city Ciudad
Juarez, it seems you have three possibilities as a woman:
the maquiladora, the household and prostitution.
In her 4O-minute-long vidcoessay Performing the
Border, Zurich based artist Ursula Biemann takes Ciudad
Juarez as an example to investigate what kind of bodies,

mentioned. SeltzeT's ideas about the entanglement of
Fordistic industrialisation and serial killing inspired Ursula
Biemann's voiceover to offer further interpretations of the
still unsolved brutal serial killings against women which
take place continuously in this region.
Performing the Border is a polyvocal, visual
heterogenousdialogue, in which Biemann's video and film
resean:hes from 1998 and 1988, interviews with local
women organisations, TV -clips of the representation of
the border and of corporations like Philips and police
documentaries of the serial killings are intrinsically
interwoven. The video itself perfonns the pattern of
perfOm1ativity of borders, bodies and technologies on a
structunllevel. The esthetics of the videoessay suggestS
unspokenly, that the border city Ciudad Juarez. beyond its
signification as place of exploitation in the context of the

identities and genders the global high-tech-industry
produces at its low-end. She seems to begin at the same
point which Donna Haraway in her Manifesto for Cyborgs
identified too fatalistically as the role of Mexican women

new intemationallabour division and high-technology, is
also a metaphor for the signification of pcrfom1ativity in

working in the chip-industry caught within a cyborg state
of being. However it is not Donna Haraway who BiemaM

movements,which are only interrupted sometimesby shOO

generBI(of bodies. genders, identities. nations and capital).
This happens primarily by putting a constant set of

artist Berta Jottar whose portrait and whose voice we hear
at regular intervals in the video. Biemann also refers to

of sitting women who are either being interviewed by
BiemaM or waiting together in bars or on the streets for
their clients. With the camera position facing outwards the
video begins in a driving car filming the landscape,and it

the theorist Mark Seltzer, although his name is not

ends with dancing bodies and a strange electronic sound.

uses as a reference, but the Mexican border activist and

In between. there are the movements of the massesof women streaming in the
pure and clean maquiladoras, of the bus rides there in the morning, of the cars
and horsemen in the desert. of the excavating of the corpses, of the flickering
images on TV, of the virtual pictures of the detonations of the mine fields on the
US side and of the drive along the borderfence, 5000 miles long. There are the
movements of a floating rubber dinghy, of white dressed women working in
pure white working places, of the woman washing the laundry by hand, of a girl
walking down the street She is still a little girl. Can she find a way to steer
her through these cultural ruptures? asks the voiceover. The movements of
the camera, of the montages, of the people, imitate the rhythm of the assembly
line, of the flow of the financial capital from the north, of the production of
female bodies (as the compliant workforce), of the streaming of female desire as
it is articulated in the love songs heard in the morning bus rides.
More than 20 years ago the first of the US-high-tech-corporations settled in
this region. On the screen is written: The maquiladora is a laboratory of
deregulation, and the voiceover comments: Within (a) short (time), a new
technological culture of repetition, registration and controlling was
introduced in the desert city. Control is an important issue in the video in
terms of the regulation and use of female bodies in the production process, in the
sex industry, and as victims of murder. However Ursula Biernann does not show
the actual technologies of repression nor does she even try to be authentic and
convey the intimacy o(dIese women's lives, she lets her interView partnersnarrate
some of their concerns about their individual ways of existence. The productive
force of control is expressedby the mention of the regulation of their labor and
leisure rhythms. and by creating parallels between these women's lives and the
increasing militarisation and mediarisation trough in which the geographical
border itself is re-marked again and again. This equation happens from the very
beginning of the tape. While we bear Jottar's sentencesabout the materialisation
and naturalisation of the actual US border politics, we seean infrared image of
the border and a man on observation duty controlling by surveillance through
his binoculars In a way the border is always represented as this wound that
has to be healed, that has to be closed, that has to be protected from
contamination and rrom disease. [...JIt's like a surgical place. Jottar's words
regarding geographical landmarks remind us of the discourses of the body, the
idea of the body as a battlefield, of open and closed bodies, and of the female
body which is traditionally represented as a wound.
Gender Matters for the Global Capital says a running text in the video.
Biemann reveals life on the border as a set of total sexualisations. An older
interviewed woman who St?rrtetime ago had to prosti~te herself to support the
family of her ill brother and who in the meantime is involv~ in AIDS-prevention.
calls the actual closed border "the war". This war dried ofT the money flowing
from the north and cancelled the basis of existence for older women like her.
She shows her baby and namtes how she got it: It is a "present" or a young
All video stills .bove .nd right from

prostitute who is HIV-positive

Ursul. Biem.nn Performing the Borders

Ciudad Juarez. everything is under the dictate or the pancapitalistic machine.
Here, the woman is permanently reinstalled as mule working and sex object,
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and a heroin addicL Nolhing is natural in

although there are striking shifts in traditional patriarchal

The economicwar which dominatesthis region,is

patterns (women are now the consumers who the local
entertainment industry aims at. and women are the main
earners in their families). However. beauty competitions

made over the bodies of poor women from the south and
can therefore be endlessly naturalised and renewed. The

organised by maquiladoras and advertisements of
international corporations in which pretty young girls are
explicitly looked for. help to renew patriarchal structures
under the sign of global capitalism. In Performing the
Border none of the many girls filmed talks about her
situation. It is only the older women. the journalists. the
members of women organisations.the activists. the mothers
of the missing girls or the fired trade unionist who dare to
talk into the camera: The maquiladora is a strategic point
in the national economy of the Mexican state.
Since 1994 more than 140 women have been killed
and buried in the desert. Many girls are missing. many
remain unidentified. Sometimes they only find parts of
clothing or single limbs or parts of the body. sometimes
the clothing has been changed. The pattern of the murders
remains always the same: strangled. slabbed. decapitated.
raped. We.learn that the nameless murdered women are
catalogued by the kind of wounds which led to their deaths.
And furthern1ore: The compulsive. repetitive violence of
serial

killing

d~es not exist without

an extreme

entanglement between eroticized violence and mass
technologies of registration. identification. reduplication
and simulation. 1...1Serial killing is a form of public
violence proper to a machine culture. A woman who

new international labor division is structured as a
'technology of gender , (Teresade Lauretis). It's for the
pennanent re-construction of gender difference, for the
consolidation of power, subjectivity and identity in a scared
world of cyborgs. Voiceover: The serial killer fails to
distinguish himself from others and this lack of selfdifference, of self-distinction, is immediately translated
into violence along the line of sexual difference, the one
fundamental difference he recognises. Loosing the
boundaries
between the self and others, he is
perpetually in search of a border. Perfonning the Border
refers to the opening up andclosing of bodies in the endless
cycle of actual high-tech-control-technology, where they
are consumed, produced and fixed as female. We believe
technology is good when it's shared for the benefit of
all, states the journalist Isabel Velazquez. Everything
should be shared, there is a social price that's not being
shared and there is a wealth that's not being shared.
It's not enough to pay minimum wage, it's not enough
to give breakfast to your workers. It's not enough.
Performing the Border reflects the point of view of;
European artist. It is both a criticism of pancapitalism and
an attempt in a discursive way to establish what the
possibilities are for individual female lives in this cyborg
world of labour.

struggles for these murders to be solved (and the murderers
caught). commcnl'i that nolall murders are serial killings.
Some men take advantage of the dominant serial killing
role model and kill the lover who doesn't suit them
anymore.

Yvonne Yolkart is a critic/curator and lecturer of
new media basedin Zurich.
This article first appearedin German in Spr;nger;n
(Vienna), 2, June 99.
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If cyberfeminism
focuseson womenandtechnology,
if it's
locatedat the interfacebetweeninsideandoutsidecyberspace,examinsourrelationto bio-technology,
new media
andotherformsof communication,
withoutlosingsightof
the relationsof powerandproduction,
well,if this is cyberfeminism,it is the lensthroughwhichwe needto lookat a
site likethe US-Mexican
border.Because
this is wherethe
feminizationof globaleconomy
andthe digitalindustryis
particularlystriking.

nologiesassociated
with the maquiladoraindustry,converge violently.Thereis no reasonto naturalizethe border,

it is a placeconstructed
throughthe powerrelationsbetweenthe two nations.throughgenderrelationsandthe
management
of thesegenderrelationsby meansof time
management,
controlover body and reproduction.
work
regulations,
andfear.
La Frontera

In artificialpost-urbanindustrialparkswhichstretchover
largedesert areas,the US corporations
assembletheir
electronicequipmentfor the communications
industry...
you know,the capitalintensiveoperationsremainin the
North,the laborintensiveoperations
arelocatedSouthof
the border.Fora numberof reasons,the assemblyplants
drewmainlyyoungwomenintotheirlaborforce.Everyday
hundreds
of womenarrivein CiudadJuarez.whichis right
acrossthe Rio Grandefrom EI PasoTexas.Thesewomen
makeupthe largemajorityof thepopul'ation
of the border
town. Theyhavecreatednew living spaces.enjoytheir
own entertainmentculture. They have changedsocial
structuresandgenderrelations.Theyarethe producers
of
the machinesthat enablecyberspace.
Theyare the new
members
subscribed
to transnational
citizenshipthat will
affordmobilityandthe freedomto consume,
notfor themselves.butfor millionsof othersNorthof the border.
In the 10 yearssincemy first visit to Juarezin 1988.my
personaloutlook has changedand the discoursehas
changedas well. I meanboththe feministandthe postcolonialdiscourseof culturalproduction.
In recentyears.
we havecometo recognize
a needto combineidentitypolitics withthe contextof widertransformations
of the public
sphere.particularlythe urbanreality.It hasbecomevital to
scanthe economic.industrial.andincreasingly
the virtual
realities for discursive genderspecificconstructions.
Moreover.
the entanglement
betweenthefemalebodyand
technologyand imageproductionhas producedthe rich
theoreticaldebateand artisticwork of cyberfeminism
in
whichI havebecomeincreasingly
involved.

A lot is to be said about the borderitself and about
crossingtheborder.It is a veryheterogeneous
space.The
questionis: are you crossingin English,in Spanish.in
Spanglish.
areyoujumpingor passingwith a USpassport,
as a tourist.a middleclasswomanor a domestica,
a maid.
As Berta Jottar says in the video, the bordergets
constantlyrearticulatedthroughthe different ways of
crossingandthroughthe powerrelationsthat thecrossing
produces.(1)
It is alsodeterminedby the relationship
of
powerbetweenthetwo nationstatesandthe representation they generateaboutit The US representation
constructstheborderasa siteof contamination
throughAIDS,
delinquency,
povertyand illegality.Since NAFTA(North
AmericanFreeTradeAgreement),
the US mediacomplementthis imagewith a happyneighbormentalityof good
businesspartners.
andthe freetravellingof goods.Goods
maytravelfreelybut the peopleare keptfrompassing.In
the Mexicanrepresentation
of the border,on the other
hand,is is the site of drugs.crimeandprostitution,things
gettingoutof control.It is no coincidence
that parallelto
NAFTA,
we registerthe militaryenforcement
of the border
throughtheinstallationof lights,the miningof theUSborderland.a tripled bordercontrol,helicopterpatrols,INS
officers.drugenforcement
officersand the militarypresence.

The representationof the crossingbodies is gendered.The
mediafocuseson the representationof the illegal working
classmalewho takes awayjobs. Berta Jott~r explainsthat
women. in the particularthe female maquiladoraworkers.
are not a part of this representationat all. they only appeIn thefollowing,I wantto discussthesexualisation
of the ar when they crossthe borderto give birth on the US side
borderand the discursiveas well as existentialaspects and want to benefit from health care and natal care. that
that determinethe livesof the borderwomen.I will focus she is not representedas productive.only as reproductive
on the way genderrelationsare beingregulatedin this and dependent.So Berta looks at the discursiverepresenzonecreatedbytheoutsourced
digitalindustry.onthejob, tational spaceand at the material spacewhich is constituin the sexwork,andthe publicspherewheresexualvio- ted through the crossing and the halting of people. as
lencehaspersistedfor five years.In the discussion
of the performative.Hencethe title of the video.

serialkillings.the keyborderissuesof identity,sexualisation. accelerated
industrialization,
andtheparticulartech-
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Typically,young women, and I mean 13,14, 15 year old,
leavetheir familyto travel loog distancesto workon the
border.leaving behind the toWns of lacat~as, Durango,
Tarreonon the arid central plateau, to move up to the Rio
Grande.They are the hope of those they left behind.Often
they come in small groupSof 3 or 4 girls of the same age
and the 1ame town. Upon their arrival, they will'fi~ no
accommodation,
for the city doesn't provideany.Municipal
investmentsare onfy made for the transnationals.not for
the peoplewho work for them. So they go to the edge of
town which spreadsway into the Sierra, they choose a
vacantspot and build a shack right into the dese~ sand.
Fromscrapsof the maquiladoras.The pallets will makethe
walls, the chemical containers the water tank etc. There
are largeareas like this where mainlywomenJive,Streets
of sand.no streetlights,no publictranspol'tation.
no security. Thereseems to be little .demarC$tklnbetWeenthe
sierraand the area they call IJfban.it'S consideredurban
though,a forgotten area;developmenfdoesn't get here.
For many, livingin the city atill meansa ~ lifestyle.
Somepeoplecall this procedure "invasion" becausethe

migrantstake a piece of land and settledGWn,waiting for
moreofficial papersfor their houses.It's an irregular but
inevitabteway to obtain housing.

La Maquiladora'

~

.

Sincethe seventies,
the US has instartedan exportprocessingzonefor its assembly
operationsin theborderbelt
Within short, the maquiladoras-the
GoldenMills-introduceda new technologicalculture of repetition,registrationandcontrollingto this desertcity. It is a synthe~c
zonefromwhich-lifeemerges,nevertheless,
analienway
of life: corporate
culturein the morning,kneading
ef marz
at night the rhythmsof the barrenhighlandgivewayto
optimizedproductionmodes.Life on the borderteaches
youto copewith contradiction~.
to operatein a pluralistic
modebecause
flexibilityis a matterof survivalwhenyou
areamongthe extrason the set of corporateculture.
PTH/SMT BoardLevel Assembly

Mil-Spec and Avionics
Plast Injection Molding
EleCtrostaticPowder Coating
Ionic ContaminationTesting
Systems-Integration
Electromechanical
HarnessAssemblies
CyberOptics
Assemblylines representthe ultimatefragmentation
of
laborintoits smallestpossibleparticles.Assembly
workin
the chip industryis repetitive.tediouswork, pullingout
semi-conductors
in endlesssequence.Strappedto the
worker'swrist is a pink curled cable,with an electromagnetic
discharge
needle,linkingthe femalebodyto the
workbench.
They keepthe devicearoundtheir arm on
weekends
of fearto forgetto bringit on Mondaymorning.
Theworkersare organized
into self-surveying
teamsthat
don't allow slow-downs.or breaks,d1esystemflows forever onward.Forcedbirth controland pregnancy
testsare
01)the daily agenda,pregnant
womengetfiredimmediately. Theconstantchemicalexposureare a serioushealth
hazard.strict surveillanceand restrictionsto use d1e
bathroomcausechronicbladderinfections.Childrenare
left to themselves
becausethere are no day nurseries.I
thinkwe areall awareof theseconditions.
Timemanagementhas always been a very efficient means
of control:Walk one hour to the bus at 4:30 am,take a one
hour busride to the maquila.spend9 hours on the assem-

bly line.sameway back.Notimeto live.notimeto think.no timeto organize.The
excruciating
time investment
of thesewomenbenefitsthe technology
thatacceleratesourlivesin the North.theypaywith theirtimefor ourhightenedefficiency.
labor organization
is strictlyprohibited.
Factories
establishblacklistswith namesof
peoplewho are ..enemies.of the maquila,computernetworksinterconnect
the
entire industrialzone,if a factoryfiresyou,there is no chanceto get workanywhere else. Black lists of this sort are prohibited by law. A
unionisttoldmethattheygotfiredforwantinga cafeteriabecause
theirfactorywas
locatedoutsidethe industrial
parkandtherewas 1)0placefor
lunchfor severalhundredworkers.We are not eventalking
about forminga union,about
wage policies,health hazards
or humanrights. Womenare
afraidto losetheir jobsfor the
slightest disobedience and
neverfind anotherone again.
The maquiladora
programis a
strategic point in the economy for the
Mexican
government,they look well
after the maquilas'interests.
We can assumethat the US militarisationis not merelykeepingilJegalsfrom
crossingthe borderit is alsoto protectthe giganticUS industrialinvestment
on
Mexicanterritory.In the face of serioustransnationalinterests,locallabororganizationsarenolongeradequate.
Guillermina
VillalvaValdez,a leadinglaboractivist
and academic.
who was extremelysupportiveduringmyfirst visit to Juarez.has
diedin a planecrashon herwayto Texasin 1996,togetherwith 4 otherkeyfigures
of the labormovement.
Thesmallplaneexplodedin mid air.dueto a bombpresumably.
Maquiladoras
haveservedas a laboratory
for deregulation.
Themainincentives
for
the transnationals
to moveto the borderarethe wagespaidin localcurrencyand
tax exemption.
However,
the wagesarenot sufficientto subsist.notfor oneyoung
person,let alonefor the rest of the familywho often dependson it A maquila
womanearnsUS$50 a weekwhilethe livingexpenses
are only halfof whatthey
arein the US.Thesearethe conditions
underwhichdigitaltechnology
is beingproducedin thenameof progress
for theinformation
society.As always,progress
is not
beingsharedwith thosewhoproduceit
Sexualisingthe Territory
The insufficientsalaryforcesmanywomento havea supplementary
incomeon
weekends
fromprostitution.Butnow,with the radicalclosureof the borderandthe
military enforcement
of it there are a lot less US customerscomingand less
Mexicanswho crossthe borderfor workandcomebackto spendtheir dollarsin
Juarez.Competition
hasgrownbetweenprofessional
prostitutesandthe younger,
often adolescent
maquilaworkerswhoprostituteon weekends,but still needthe
insufficientfactorywagefor theirchildren's
security.
Thousandsof assemblyjobs have been broughtto this desert city and women are
the oneswho get them. Oftenthey arethe only earningfamily member.Thesechanges in the incomepatternhad an impacton family structuresand on the way women
relate to men.sincetheserelationsaregreatly determinedby economics.Theyhave
gained greater autonomyover their lives. You cannot tell a girl or a women who
earns her money.that she cannotgo and dance in the many nocturnalcentersthat
have emergedsince the maquila industry.There are several hundredsbars and
dancesaloonsin Juarez.On FridayandSaturdayat 4 PM. after the womenleavethe

morningshift,they areopenfor business.

.

Relationship
patternsare beingremapped
Quitedrastically. In the dancehalls,the shift of buyingpowerto young
womenis obvious.Theentertainment
is mainlycateringto
femalecustomerswith showsof malestrippersand male
dancecontestswherewomencheertheirsex-appeal.
Ona
moresubtlelevel,the musiclyricson the dancefloor are
oftenexplicitlyaddressing
femalesexualdesires.

SerialKilling
The serial killings are somewhatrelated to this phenome-

non.Since1995, closeto 160womenhavebeenkilledin a
similarpattern:Tortured,
raped,stabbedor strangledand
thrownintothe desertThetypeof womenis alwaysthe
same:poor,slendermaquilawomen,rarelystudents,with
longdarkhair.Oftentheyhavejust movedto thecity and
nobodyclaimsthem:50 womenare lying in the morgue
unidentified.

Somesmall women organizationshave been formed as a
result Most of them interpret it as violence against
women, as a revengeof men against women who took
their jobs and have started to talk back at them, go to
dancehalls andchallengegenderroles.A punishment.And
the fact that the policedidn't botherto investigatethe crimes is just anothersign of male consentto this sce-nario.
So feminists and human rights advocates took it onto
themselvesto investigatethe casesand establisha list of
disappearedwomento provethat the casesare too similar
to possiblybe individualcrimes of passion.Thesegroups
recognize,however, that somecasesare ordinarydomestic
violence disguisedas one of the serial kills, casesof imitation. Theyalso understandthat extremepoverty,lack of
education,and economicsubjugationare all preparingthe
ground
for a criminal to cometo the city and commit criThe border is a highly gendered region
mes.The UScriminologistRobertKesslerwho was invited
Structurallyspeaking,thereare three optionsyoung to analysethe case in Juarezduring my visit, would also
womenhave in Juarez: eithershe becomesa maquila mention drug traffic, gangs, migration, quick moneyand
worker.if she is not acceptedat the factorybecauseof a prostitutionas further conditionsfor thesecrimes,similar
lackofeducation,shecanbecome
a .domestica"andwork to any majormetropolisin the States.

as a maidin a privatehouse.andif shecan't producea
recommendation
for such a position,she has only one
moreoption,prostitution.I can'thelp noticingthat these
are all veryserviceorientedoccupations.
But the rule in
Juarezis that. againstMexicantradition.youngwomen
are,10a greatextent economically
autonomous
andthis
shift is beinginscribedin the socialrelationson a deeper
level.

ButJuarezis, apartfromthe widelyspreadout migration
settlements,
a smallbordertownandserialkillingis notan
ordinarycrimeof passion.Plus,the murdersin Juarezis
the largest case of serial killings known just about
anywherein the world.Genericexplanations
just seemed
too easy.Duringmy researchon serial killings,I came
acrossa recentlypublished
culturalstudyby MarcSeltzer
who makesconnectionsbetweensexualviolenceand
Internationallabor in the Southis not only feminized. mass technologies proper to a machine culture.
he nevermentionsthis unresolved
case,the
Economic
powerrelationsalongthe line of genderdiffe- Eventhough
renceare spelledout in sexualtermsin morethan one similaritiesof his analysisto Juarezinterestedme:partiway.Onthejob, malesupervisors
areknownto abusetheir cularlyhis mention
positionto harasswomenworkers.Thecorporations
orga- of technologiesof
nizebeautyconteststo putthefemaleworkersin competi- ,.identification,
registrationand simution to eachother.Thelow wagesforcewomenInto prostitution.And there is a rampantsexualviolenceagainst lation which correwomenin the publicsphere.Onthe otherhand,thereis a spondto the particertainreversalof incomepatternthat empowers
women cular psyd1ological
in theirpersonalrelationships.
enablestheirovertexpres- dispositionof serial
to
sionof sexualdesireandaffordsthe satisfactionof these killers.According
desiresby economicmeansratherthanbyother,moretra- his extensiveresecasesof serialsexualviolence,a common
ditionalservicesin the areaof domesticand emotional archof analysed
psychological
denominator
seemsto be the undoingof
reproouction
throughthe caretaking
of homeandchildren.
identity
to
the
point
of
becoming
a non-person,
the desire
It's a highlyambiguous
andprecarious
situationfor young
to
blend
into
his
social
and
physical
environment,
to fuse
women.
with the mass.Hetendsto simulatearidcopyothers,he
experiences
identity,his own andothers,as a matterof
ic

numbers.
of simulationandlikeness.Hefails to distinguish would never be namedwhere she worked. The industry
himselffromothersandthis lackof self-distinction.
of self- doesn'twant to be associatedwith the crimeseventhough
difference,is immediatelytranslatedinto violencealong manyof thevictims workedfor Philips,for instance.Onthe
the line of sexualdifference.the one fundamental
diffe- juridical level she has no rights and on the representatiorenceherecognizes.
I foundthis notionof exchangeability nallevel she is has no rights.
confirmedin a numberof storiesI was beingtold in Juarez
aboutmurdered
womenwhowerefoundwearingthe clo- Theborderis an issueof representation,but at the moment
thes of other womenwho had disappeared.
In several of performance,the reality is that it's young Mexican
instanceshe exchanged
the clothesof the corpses,some- women who assemblethe digital technology,that their
how confusing
the marksof recognition
andidentification. time and their body,down to the monthlycycle.are strictly controlled by the white male managementthat in this
economy,prostitutioo is a necessityfor many, and that
sexualviolencecharacterizesthe publicsphere.Thevideo
<performingthe border>is an attemptto bringtogetherthe
border as a discursive,representationalspace and as a
material space which is constitutedthrough the performance of gender and the managementof these gender
relations.

Of courseone could arguethat there are practical conside-

rations like the great numberof youngwomenin the
bordertownwhomakefor an easyprey,thatwouldattract
a killer.Butthe ~ssibility that theserialcrimesreflectand
reproduce
the borderconditionsinstalledby the maquiladoraswith theirrepetitivemodeof producing
for thesimulated andmediatedexistences
of digital culture,is worth
considering.
In addition,the bordersite is surveyed
bythe
technology
of electronicbordercontrol,of registrationand
identificationand digital fingerprints.Evenif we can't
provea causalrelation,we cannotdenythesimultaneity
of
theseembodiments.
Whenwe lookat the crimesin discursiveterms.as I suggest
here,andunderstand
themas
an urbanpathologybroughtby a highlyaccelerated
industrializationand modernization,
ratherthan accusingan
individualpsychopath,
we start to recognize
the implication of the post-industrial
world in the deeplydisturbing
changes
that aretakingplaceontheborderandthe impact
theyhaveon the livesof Mexicanwomen.
Thereis anotherps-,,:hological
configurationthat brings

[All

images are screen-shots from the video
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the serial killer in connection with this particular site. <performingthe border>by UrsulaBiemann<C>
Losingthe bouooariesbetweenthe self andothers,he is
(1) Berti Jottar is I Mexican Irtist 8.t1Cadem"R; will iIIIS II New VOlt. She was
perpetuallyin searchof someborder.He is attractedby the WJ¥OIvedin the BG'IEI' Art WcwbIIJP II TIjUIna. m.Ie I video entitled 8Iwd8f
actual border of his country preciselybecauseit signifies SwWIg
d ~
MWb!WICI8I ,... it NewYIlt.
Serial KiNers. D88thend life it ~I's
WIMIIMI
Culture
the boundaryof a largerentity of belonging,the nation. (2) Milt ~.
1There is morethan one reportedcasewhere this occurred. (Routledge.
Goingto the borderbecomesthe physicalexpressionof his
mentalextremity,merginghis physicalbodywith the national body,confusingthe inside and outside,the public and
private.
What is at issue with sexual violence is always the
public/JKivate. The official discourse runs along the lines of
accusing the victim of provoking violence and thus transferring a public phenomenon into the personal sphere.
When showing the crime in the evening news, it would not
be surprising to see the body of the victim, a portrait of the
victim when she was alive. the name of the family members and all kindsof personal information. The factory
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