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    PREFACE


    Casey High*


    In the summer of 2018, I met with Olof Ohlson to discuss the PhD dissertation, he was writing about the political afterlives of the dead and disappeared in Mexico. It was based on his ethnographic fieldwork with family members of the victims and other activists determined to challenge injustice and memorialize the disappeared in protests on the streets of Mexico City. Having begun fieldwork in 2014, his research proved to be as timely as it was important when, soon after his arrival in Mexico, 43 students from the Ayotzinapa rural teacher’s college were abducted in the town of Iguala in Guerrero state – never to be found.


    Now Olof is in the final months of writing up his research and, as one of his advisors at the University of Edinburgh, I had already read a draft of his dissertation. Each chapter described, in evocative detail, a different facet of the loss, suffering and indignation his interlocutors felt as they mourned the loss of relatives and friends in the face of a narco war and the government’s complicity in widespread violence. What made Olof’s writing so powerful is his focus on the passionate and determined voices of people from diverse walks of life who he joined in street protests against impunity, silence, and importantly, the absence of information about their loved ones – or even bodies to mourn. This extraordinary and challenging fieldwork gave him unique insight into a particular necropolitics that has emerged in Mexico, where he described street protests becoming a way of ritually memorializing the disappeared.


    But as an activist, a researcher, and as a human being, this analysis – and the excellent book he would later publish based on it, Mexico’s Rebellious Afterlives: Armed Uprisings and Activism in the Narco War (Ohlson, 2022) - was not nearly enough for Olof. It became clear to me in the summer of 2018 that this anthropology he was producing, whether put to the service of an academic qualification, or even a book contributing to debates about the politics of death, did not entirely satisfy the author. I have to admit a degree of frustration and worry when, at this late stage, Olof presented to me an alternative version of his dissertation, entitled La Noche de Iguala: Fieldnotes from Mexico City. This is to say, after working for around two years on his dissertation, which was already excellent and near completion, he was suggesting that he might instead submit a different version based primarily on the fieldnotes he wrote during his fieldwork. I thought to myself, what on earth is this guy thinking? What was wrong with his more conventional draft? Does he even want to get a PhD?


    And yet, reading this new “Fieldnotes” version, it was hard to deny that it was more powerful, more honest and hard-hitting, than Olof’s previous writing. In making the statements of protestors and their biographies themselves the very purpose of the writing – rather than the data or information used to support a specific anthropological argument – it left the reader little choice but to recognize and appreciate the anguish and indignation at the center of what Olof witnessed in Mexico. This writing was determined not to let theoretical debates soften the impact of his interlocutors’ stories. As he describes in the introduction to the present book, this writing “isn’t for the faint of heart”. I admit a certain conservatism on my part in suggesting to him, in August 2018, that he leave Fieldnotes to the side and return to his previous draft to submit as his PhD. I had doubts about whether Fieldnotes would be acceptable to PhD examiners, and I felt it would risk creating potential problems for a young scholar with great potential. I suppose I felt it was my job to say this, as someone who has examined many dissertations but none resembling the book presented here.


    But I also suggested to Olof that, after completing his PhD, he publish Fieldnotes as a book. In many ways, I felt it could be much more important than a strictly academic text in engaging audiences beyond anthropology. My advice probably sounded deflating to someone in Olof’s position in 2018. But I am happy to see that, at an early stage of his career, he has carried forward this important project. It is a striking record of indignant voices and personal biographies that, in a very human and accessible – even if painful – way, lays bare profound experiences of human loss at a key moment in Mexican history. In this book “necrographies” are not an academic concept for theoretical debate, but heartfelt biographies of people mourning unthinkable loss and injustice. Fieldnotes is part of the author’s personal struggle as an activist ethnographer; a struggle to come to terms with having shared in the political lives of marginalized people committed to speaking truth to power. Writing a conventional PhD about this situation was simply not enough for Olof – I don’t think it sat well with him in a number of ways.


    I read Fieldnotes as a creative and provocative way of addressing the discomfort he and other ethnographers of trauma and injustice experience in academic research. In this book, what he calls “informant-centered fieldnotes” are not just a method or a body of data collected during fieldwork, but a specific way of writing ethnography about the lives of others. As the author makes clear in the introduction, he is by no means the first anthropologist to embrace such an approach or writing style. Inspired by the famed Mexican anthropologist Oscar Lewis and others, this book is an explicit attempt to subvert the author’s analytical voice, to show his interlocutors as the protagonists in their own stories. Since the 1980s, anthropologists have developed innovative, self-reflexive writing styles, whether as a way of pulling back from the authority implied in conventional ethnographic writing, or to emphasize how one’s specific positionality informed their experiences in fieldwork. The strength of these and other approaches is in placing the ethnographer’s subjectivity within the research context, thus challenging the position of the detached, distant and objective observer of other cultures.


    And yet, Fieldnotes is anything but self-centered. In an effort to “lower the ethnographer’s voice”, it explicitly resists first-person reflections on the part of the author. The result is writing that is as intimate and political as it is sincere. Yet it is decidedly not about the author. When one listens to the voices of Doña Esmeralda, Don Bernardo, Doña Alicia and many other parents who demand answers about their disappeared children, the importance of this humble stance becomes immediately clear. In this book, the ethnographer’s positionality – along with his theoretical interests as an anthropologist – take back seat to the expressions of grief, loss and hope that defined his time in Mexico. And yet, this is not to be mistaken for a neutral or objective – much less complete – rendering of what happened during Olof’s fieldwork. Presenting the personal biographies of his interlocutors in this way is undeniably a political act. But in my reading, the author’s presence in this text is less to do with his individual positionality than a common humanity the writing evokes through these biographies. The stories they tell are at once impossible for many of us to contemplate, yet they equally evoke something painfully familiar; feelings of loss, vulnerability, longing, defiance and enduring connections with those we can no longer see or touch.


    Perhaps somewhat paradoxically, these are precisely the sort of complex human qualities that many of us anthropologists hope to capture in conventional ethnographic writing. While Fieldnotes sits alongside a growing number of ethnographies that beautifully evoke such qualities, it also pushes me to think about why we so often feel our work fails in this regard. Meeting with Olof in the summer of 2018 laid bare how we often struggle to reconcile this aspiration with academic commitments to advancing knowledge, contributing to theory, getting a PhD, or simply publishing an argument that makes sense. I remember suggesting to Olof, after reading early draft chapters of his dissertation, that he say more about the lives of the mothers and fathers of the disappeared beyond street protests – whether at home or at work. This seemed to me common sense advice for a PhD based on ethnography. But upon reflection, my suggestion was beside the point, perhaps even absurd in his case. These are, after all, people from diverse backgrounds, many travelling across Mexico and beyond to memorialize their disappeared children and to protest a government that fails to protect them. If there is a “culture” – or any other object at the center of this research, it is the expressions of loss, indignation and resistance that bring Olof’s interlocutors together on the streets, as well as the individual biographies of loss they shared with him.


    Today, a decade after the Noche de Iguala tragedy, one can read in the New York Times about how, in 2014, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency intercepted a cache of some 23,000 text messages between Mexican drug cartel members while investigating the cartel in suburban Chicago. These texts, withheld by the U.S. government until recently, appear to show what most Mexicans – including many of Olof’s interlocutors - have long assumed: extensive collusion between the cartel, Mexican police, the military, and government officials who were either directly involved with the disappearance of the 43 students in Iguala or sought to cover up what happened to them. Whether a politician or a local coroner tasked with making the bodies disappear, people in diverse positions of authority are revealed as little more than paid employees of the cartel. This is indicative of the depth and reach of the corrupted power Mexican activists face in their efforts to hold those responsible to account. A daunting task for sure.


    I doubt that the revelations from these text messages will provide much in the way of vindication or resolution to the anguished voices we read about in this book. At the time of my writing, there have still been no criminal convictions in relation to the 43 disappeared students. Perhaps equally importantly, most relatives of the disappeared still have no bodies to mourn and have just few information about what happened to their loved ones following the abduction. But the many layers of collusion in this mass killing indicate a complex societal problem that extends well beyond the specific case, the town where it occurred, or even Mexican society and politics. After all, such cartels exist in a much wider geopolitical sphere, most notably an illegal drug trade propelled in large part by consumption in the United States. In this way, addressing the violence of disappearance, we hear about in this book, is a much larger project than holding specific people to account. It concerns the very workings of institutional authority in Mexico, as well as the country’s position in a wider political economy of violence.


    But if this problem requires a long-term solution, the activists we read about here demand answers now. I think this is part of the evocative force of what we read in Fieldnotes; it is not just about pervasive structural violence in Mexico, but human stories of loss that in some ways exceed the political. The personal experiences of suffering we find in the biographies of mourners and activists are more moving and disturbing than most journalism or academic accounts of Mexico’s narco war. They might be harder to simply ignore, forget or easily walk away from than the news stories we often read about injustices around the world. Combining Olof’s anthropological and personal sensitivities, this writing demands of us that we dwell on aspects of the human condition that most people rarely have to think about in such a personalized way. One only hopes that this book will inspire a shared sense of indignation that will become part of the struggle to address the conditions many people in Mexico today continue to endure.






    * Senior Lecturer at the University of Edinburgh.

  


  


  
    FOREWORD


    Jorge Mattar Villela*


    If the history of field notes in anthropology describes a drift in which they have passed from the outside to the periphery and later to the center of ethnographies, their centrality being marked by the American postmodern movement of the 1980s, Olof Ohlson’s book proposes an inflection of this trajectory. This is just one of the inventive features that Fieldnotes from Mexico: la noche de Iguala (2014-15) offers, the fundamental one, it seems to me, and due to the radical effects it triggers by underlining the themes of the ethnography, which deals with two central concerns in anthropological sesquicentennial literature: field notes and the relationship between the living and the dead.


    It is well known that field notes and political thanatology, memory and mnemonics determined by the relationship between the living and the dead, are two huge themes in anthropology. They are essential to the method and the object of the discipline. Ancestry is the first theme of the anthropology of religion and the records from collections carried out in situ circumscribed the anthropological object and method as anthropology gained its academic character. These topics would demand a condor’s feather as a plume and Vesuvius as an inkwell, as Herman Melville wrote when he began to describe the sperm whale.


    The research forms known as Notes and Queries for the use of Travelers of Residents of uncivilized Lands were remodeled by those who filled them out, turned into ethnography, and took over Anthropology as an academic discipline. Scratch notes, by having their function and form changed and becoming monographs, grew into central pieces of scientific execution. However, the collected material arranged in field diaries, very detailed and complete descriptions, were restricted to being the source from which the monograph emanated, but dysfunctional if exaggeratedly explicit – this, in fact, was the didactic recommendation of a great ethnographer in 1951. Only a quarter of a century later, field diaries, the sources, became essential for the research’s methodological elucidation, showcasing the complete execution, the scene taking shape, controlled by a subject aware of the anthropological epistemology-politics arising from the post-colonial move. This renewal of the primacy of the subject is an achievement of the postmodern movement as it expressed itself in the 1980s.


    In the midst of these displacements, Olof Ohlson’s ethnography is both novelty and a resumption, because what it rejects is exactly the protagonism of the founding subject. Unlike American anthropology, Fieldnotes from Mexico: la noche de Iguala (2014-15) proposes, as Casey High also noted in the Introduction to this book, lowering the volume of the subject’s voice. It’s like a soundboard that privileges other voices in a studio. Because a studio does not cease to be, Olof establishes this in his methodological reflections (exposed all at once and without hesitation – what follows will no longer resort to them, it will only be their corollary).


    Ethnographic neutrality? The ethnographer’s subjectivity (that is, this composition of politics, economics, race, history, geopolitics) that intends to become discrete under the ideal of disappearance? Needless to deny both questions. This cynical pretension has already been highlighted by several movements since the late 1950s, with great public outcry and inestimable impact. On the contrary: Olof Ohlson was able to free himself from the subject’s yoke by explaining his implications in the struggles, describing them from a speech written in third person that the author can free himself from the subject’s yoke without suppose it external to the plot being written. A displacement, therefore, of the subject of the statement, in an effort not to separate it from the subject of enunciation.


    It is in this position, deliberately assumed, of involvement (together with, is how Olof expresses the relationship; in which it is impossible for him to “distinguish” his “role as anthropologist from that of an activist”) in the struggles against the association of armed justice with the commercial formations of large-scale drug cultivation and trafficking, which Fieldnotes invents once again. And he invents, again, in the midst of a stream (stream as in William James). At this time, a chain that accompanies and describes struggles arising from grief. Around the world, and increasingly, millions of lives are victims of murders and from these murders, a memory struggle is formed. They killed rivers, forests, mountains, glaciers; they killed their dead. In many cases, they killed the compositions that provided and expanded their vital field. And these deaths are given legal, bureaucratic and corporate treatment that is not favorable to them. Olof Ohlson, he himself insists, understands that these struggles aim to thicken the voices of survivors. His ethnography aims to contribute to this densification. The current in which the author explains his position aims to include the victims of those murders, themselves, among those who can say no. Exclude them from the group of those who can be assassinated, those who can be suppressed from the face of the planet. The phrase, repeated so many times in the book, because so many (and opportune) times said and written in the actual struggles – where and when it is seen that, it is true, the only courage is physical – is this: they took us alive, we want them back alive.


    Perhaps the 1990s popularized the topic of political afterlife for research interests in anthropology (political, “rebellious afterlife”, Olof Ohlson prefers, from the title of his first book). I mean, this theme of transforming grief in political terms. It is not necessary to remember that there have been ethnographies around this topic since then in many parts of the world. At Hybris, the research group in which Olof currently works, there have already been two. Today there is one underway. But if we include all mourning there are many others and many more.


    The discursivity of these struggles can be expressed through counter-cartographies; by associations capable of mobilizing diverse networks that identify with their demands; through multiple associations, they emerge as a result of an event whose reading of the reports causes astonishment. This is the aspect highlighted in Fieldnotes and is intended to be part of a picture to which the book’s author gives the name “epoch of indignation”.


    The novelty of dealing with field notes allows us simultaneously to thicken the voices of the struggles with which the ethnography was created. This effort is only possible through the transfiguration of the relationships between the subject of the statement and the subject of the enunciation. Unless I’m mistaken, Nouveau Roman was invented along with a similar displacement. A novel written in the third person plural. Like Michel Butor, but appealing to third person voices in the singular, Olof Ohlson rejects the unworthy position of autobiography. It’s not about him, not at all. Though... entirely concerns a subjectivity whose discourse can only be filled with voices in struggle. From survivors, mothers, sisters, students. Fieldnotes, therefore, as highlighted in the Presentation, could not be “self-centered”.


    Third person voices, in the singular, because the references that cut the evident continuum of ethnography are always singularities, that is, encounters. They have dates and the voices have names. But as a philosopher once said, they are names for a multiplicity. Dates and names gain importance as they lose their contours. They interpenetrate with each other. Hence, they expand in volume and increase in density even against the most terrible forces of silencing and rarefaction.


    This book makes the dead speak by shifting the enunciation to those who survived them and established a relationship with them to claim their memories. In this book, the dead are given the floor, keeping the dates, places and people found during the field research. It is a structure of a diary whose writer does not talk about himself. And the voices thus condensed show that this is less of a Thasimological Thanatological account. It is, as Olof Ohlson calls it, a “necrography”. This “alo-diary” is written from three aspects: that of everyday life, that of events on a national scale that involve political cycles, bureaucratic environments, and the action of armed justice, and that of the lives of the disappeared with the activists who survived them.


    As befits field notes, the descriptions offered in this ethnography are richly detailed. The color of the struggles can be seen in the sentences and paragraphs, in the Día de los Muertos celebrations, in the ofrendas, in the carteles, in the flowers. The absence of the missing and dead is not made up for by a gray and immobile kolossós. It is alive and moving. Heart touching. The living activists’ caring to their dead, their efforts to highlight their existence, to emphasize the arbitrariness of the crimes committed, to memorialize them in the history of a nation-state (through memorials, major events) shows the singularity of thanasimology thanatology when it is expressed as necrography.


    That said, I can only express my gratitude for being invited to write this preface with an astonishing theme and treatment. It is truly an honor that a text of mine be included in the same volume as these stories full of dignity and courage.

  


  
    * Professor at the Federal University of São Carlos.


    Translated from Portuguese into English by Bruna Potechi.

  


  
    Introduction


    Fieldnotes as Ethnography


    This book is an edited version of my field-diary, originally a chaotic word-document where I typed in scratch notes from several notebooks late at night or early mornings compiled while I was conducting participatory fieldwork in Mexico City, together with social movements and activists from 2014 until the end of 2015 for about eighteen months, and a shorter field stay to carry out research about the Day of the Dead in one of the festivity’s most iconic sites, San Andrés Míxquic in the southeastern borough of Tláhuac, in October and November 2022. The diaries were never centered on me though, but told the stories of the activists and celebrants I befriended and their movements or lives, recording as thoroughly as possible what they were up to. Later, more explanatory passages and background have been edited in.


    The outcome isn’t for the faint of heart. It tells about horrible crimes, some of which have never been resolved, and the lingering grief and desperation of Mexican families who have had to deal with tragic personal losses in Mexico’s ongoing hybrid drug war. Hybrid because of its confusing mix of criminal and state violence.1 But at the same time, it is also a story of bravery, and how grief can bring people and a society together, when something new is born out of the ashes of the past, of love and solidarity, – what the philosopher Albert Camus once called “insane generosity”,2 among and between concerned families and Mexican citizens, and their unbelievable courage in the face of the worst of nightmares.


    One of those horrible crimes that readers of this book will hear its protagonists refer to from time to time is what in Mexico has become known as La Noche de Iguala (The Iguala Night) – a tragic event when the municipal police of this otherwise sleepy small town located in Guerrero, apparently unprovoked and for until this day unknown reasons decided to attack commercial buses that had been commandeered by students from La Normal Rural Raúl Isidro Burgos de Ayotzinapa (The Raúl Isidro Burgos’s Rural Teachers’ College of Ayotzinapa).3 The poor rural students had come to Iguala to seize or “borrow” the buses in order for them to go to the capital, since they couldn’t afford it otherwise, to participate in the annual commemoration of another similar event in Mexico’s past, La Noche de Tlatelolco (The Night of Tlatelolco), which, in turn, refers to a massacre that took place on October 2, 1968, at La Plaza de las Tres Culturas (The Square of the Three Cultures) in the northern borough of Tlatelolco, commemorated with an annual protest parade on October 2 in Mexico City.


    Six people died in the Iguala Night attack, three were students from Ayotzinapa, and another three civilians hit by the police’s stray bullets as they passed through the town’s center when the students were under fire, and 43 students were arrested, detained, and, astoundingly, later disappeared. As if dissolved into thin air.


    The police investigation that ensued by La Agencia de Investigación Criminal (The Criminal Investigation Agency, AIC), lead by the then head of investigation Tomás Zerón, and overseen by La Procuraduría General de la Republica (The National Attorney General of the Republic, PGR), Jesús Murillo Karam, claimed that the students had been killed by a local narco cartel.


    However, an international group of experts El Grupo Interdiciplinario de Expertos Independientes (The Group of International Interdisciplinary Experts, GIEI), working for The Inter-American Commission of Human Rights (IACHR), wrote two independent reports about the case, evaluating AIC’s investigation and refuting its claims on several accounts.4


    In 2019, a truth commission was set up, La Comisión para la Verdad y Acceso a la Justicia en el Caso Ayotzinapa (The Commission for Truth and Access to Justice in the Case of Ayotzinapa, CoVAJ-Ayotzinapa), whose work is still ongoing as we speak.5 (For a detailed chronology of the Iguala crime investigation and its twists and turns, see Appendix II).


    As I conducted fieldwork in Mexico during this chaotic time, in the immediate aftermaths of the Iguala Night, this book will give voice to Los Padres y Madres de Ayotzinapa (The Fathers and Mothers of Ayotzinapa) – the parents of the 43 still disappeared students from Ayotzinapa in Guerrero as I accompanied and made interviews with them as they protested the state involvement in the abduction of their sons. Their stubborn protests gave rise to a nationwide protest movement that last until today.


    They are not the only social movement whose activists this book chronicles however, nor the only collective of families who have come together to pressure authorities to make changes. Another political movement I worked with and did interviews with is known as La Organización Familia Pasta de Conchos (The Organization of the Pasta de Conchos Families, OFPC, henceforth), largely consisting of widows of mineworkers who congregate annually outside of the gates of Mexico’s largest mining company, Grupo México, on February 19. Here they demand their 63 dead husbands who were mineworkers but whose bodies never were excavated after they died in a mining accident in 2006, be taken out of the earth and given back to their families so they can finally bury them. Here they shout “¡Rescaten ya!” (Rescue Them!) and perform protests and commemorative ceremonies to honor their dead. They also fight in the courtrooms with mixed results so far, more on that later.


    Another organization is El Movimiento por la Paz con Justicia y Dignidad (The Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity, MPJD), consisting of relatives of victims of violence in the Mexican government’s war on drugs launched in 2006 by the PAN administration in power at the time. The MPJD arranges caravans and performs religious inspired events in the inner-cities of Mexican towns, especially in the capital, for the close families and their lost loved ones to draw attention to the nation’s many victims of violence. The MPJD seeks an end to Mexico’s many killings and disappearances and pressures the state to deliver on justice and security without engaging in wars that claim further victims. They have created an informal memorial site at Estela de Luz outside of the Chapultepec Park in Mexico City where they have carved metal plates into the streets that tell biographic stories of their disappeared family members. They come here occasionally to arrange remembrance ceremonies, grieve, and project their frustration on the government they criticize for turning a blind eye to the crisis of violence and impunity in Mexico. Relatives cannot find peace or continue with their daily lives after violent deaths or disappearances without justice being served.


    Doña Esmeralda, a mother of four disappeared sons and member of the MPJD who I came to befriend, once described the close families’ desperation by saying: “The heart wants to throw itself off a desolate cliff, down into a bush of thorns”. Fortunately, Doña Esmeralda and the other families of the movement do not jump off desolate cliffs but grieve in public to get recognition and continue their protests to have justice for their victims, year after year.


    Every winter between November and December, Mexico is also visited by a transnational activist caravan, La Caravana de Madres Centroamericanas (The Caravan of Central American Mothers) who searches for their missing migrants. They travel across the country to find their missing relatives. Doña Martha, from Guatemala, explained why she traveled to Mexico in the caravan: “I have come to demand justice, because my brother died in the massacre at Cedereyta (Nuevo León, where 49 migrants were found in a mass grave in 2012) where a lot of Central Americans died. He is still in this mass grave. They have just left him there and we have not had any results. No information”.


    Nuestras Hijas de Regreso a Casa (May Our Daughters Return Home) is another group of mothers of disappeared girls from Ciudad Juárez in the north of Mexico, who mark public space where crimes have been committed with pink crosses and, occasionally, performs hunger strikes or other protests in the capital. Doña Norma, mother of a missing girl, explained their situation when I interviewed her during a protest in Mexico City, like this: “We have this protest to put an end to our girls’ disappearances. A year has passed without us knowing anything about where she is. We want answers”.


    These political collectives congregate outside of the gates of municipal, state and federal authorities to demand justice and hold the Mexican state accountable for the impunity and violence their families have suffered. This book is about them, their struggle, their protests, their sorrow and desperate hope. Their “gritos de indignación” (cries of indignation) are shaping contemporary Mexico and most likely its foreseeable future. Like El Grito de Dolores – the uprising that sparked the Mexican War of Independence (1810) – once did; or the peasant revolts that led to the Mexican Revolution (1910-20); and the armed indigenous uprising of the EZLN in Chiapas (1994), have done in the past. Together, Mexico’s contemporary local protests carried out by small collectives of relatives of victims, make up a massive nationwide wave of indignation that leaves no Mexican state or city untouched, and during my time in Mexico, they would be brought together and unite in a new national movement: the solidarity for Ayotzinapa.


    This book’s fieldnotes accompany these groups on that journey as families of victims of violence often with no earlier experience of human rights advocacy become activists and learn to hold civil society meetings, petition decision-makers, pressure authorities, engage in direct action and civil disobedience, manage the logistics of nationwide protest caravans, navigate slow-moving court cases and all their technicalities, and set up their own platforms or municipal councils and popular assemblies based on direct participatory democracy to take things in their own hands.


    Researching such an ongoing multifaceted wave of protests demanded a multi-sited and multi-interlocutor fieldwork methodology6 – a method that seeks to better capture and depict this new and pluralistic face of Mexico’s contemporary indignation. In other words, since the indignation out on the streets of Mexico’s capital has many faces, so will my fieldnotes.


    If this unconventional academic monograph has a theoretical claim, for the reader to keep in mind, this comes as an ethnographic observation, of how political action, such as street protests, transform and become ritualized performances, such as annual remembrance ceremonies at new memorial sites, over time. Keep that in mind as you read along and you will find a hidden theoretical structure to the seemingly textual chaos herein.


    The purpose of making use of descriptive fieldnotes as a way of writing a monograph is, in short, to show the political realities that Mexican activists face daily. The families I write about, often poor working class or indigenous peasants, live with the consequences of destructive exercises of power as they struggle against criminal and state violence. This book will therefore emphasize nonviolent cultures in a violent epoch and confront upfront what is at stake for many people in the societies we build. Writing ethnography about these families’ political engagement, by using participant-observation, turned me into an activist ethnographer.7 This, in turn, raises tough questions about ethics and methods that I struggled with throughout the course of writing these texts and conducting my field research, and whose complexity I by no means have come to terms with yet.


    Mexico has witnessed an intense period of narco-related violence over the last decades, with the death toll skyrocketing when the government launched the war on drug cartels in 2006. The country has long had a high homicide rate, but this war – in combination with the impact of criminal groups fighting for dominance and control over cocaine- and opium-smuggling routes to the United States – has resulted in a staggering toll of at least 73,000 disappeared and more than 200,000 dead.8 The Mexican government, its police and armed forces have been blamed for their involvement in the narco business, as well as for grave human rights violations.9


    The term “disappeared” or desaparecido in Spanish – frequently used in these pages – refers to those who have gone missing in Mexico due to cartel and state violence and is commonly used in Mexico to refer to those victims of the drug war. It is also used for those who have vanished in the political state-sponsored violence in other Latin American countries in the past, such as Argentina’s and Chile’s disappeared during their military dictatorships in the 70s and 80s.10


    Most of the families and activists these field narratives tell about have been affected by either the Mexican government’s war on drugs or the country’s wider narco-related violence and have seen their loved ones killed or disappeared by corrupt state agents or criminal gangs. In some cases, as with the Tlatlaya massacre of 22 people in July 2014 and the police assault in Iguala with its six killed and 43 disappeared in September the same year, the army and police were directly involved and later tried to conceal what had happened.11


    The Mexican people do not tolerate this tyranny, they have come together, out on the streets, shoulder by shoulder, protesting mafia rule and narco state corruption, and under my time in Mexico, many did so under the banner “Ayotzinapa is just the tip of the iceberg”, while congregating outside of the gates of the National Parliament on the Zócalo. Many still do so, and most likely will continue to do so, for years to come.


    Political Ethnography as a Form of Engagement


    This book contains three types of fieldnotes. The first part (i) consists of fieldnotes that tell mini-biographies of activists involved in the political movements mentioned above; the second (ii) consists of transcribed testimonies and protest slogans used inside the nationwide uproar for Ayotzinapa’s missing young men as the indignation in the wake of their disappearance unfolded over the first twelve months; and, finally, the last section (iii) is made up of short personal stories about Mexico’s disappeared as they are told at a memorial site.


    I took down these fieldnotes and collected the material for them during eighteen months of intensive field research in Mexico City between 2014 and 2015, when I met with and befriended some of the families involved in the aforementioned social movements, who, throughout this text shall be the protagonists and voices whose stories will be retold herein. I studied several different collectives of families of victims for the simple reason that they themselves are often supporting one another and participating in each other’s events. Following one meant you got involved with the other.


    Two important persons to me during my first weeks in Mexico were a priest called Gustavo,12 involved in the MPJD and Iglesias por la Paz (Churches for Peace) that organized various events during my time in Mexico, together with Doña Yolanda, also a member of the MPJD who presented me to many people inside this network and the OFPC who she also knew well. Doña Yolanda and padre Gustavo were middle-class intellectuals living in central parts of Mexico City and often went to political events in Coyoacán, Centro Historico, or Tlalpan. My friendship with these two lasted throughout my time in Mexico. Doña Esmeralda, a mother of four disappeared sons as mentioned before, was one of the most vocal members of the MPJD who often spoke at their public events, and her testimony and short biography will be told in the first fieldnote we shall begin with later on. Doña Esmeralda comes from a more working-class background and lives in Pajacarán, a small community in the state of Michoacán, where her family made a living by trading metals, a common occupation in Pajacarán, but Esmeralda was working as a seamstress, before she became a traveling activist, a “pilgrim of grief” for her disappeared sons as she describes it with her own words.


    I met with the three of them, Gustavo, Yolanda and Esmeralda, during protests, and every week at the House of Solidarity in the borough Benito Juárez in Mexico City where the movement held weekly meetings. These meetings would later transform into La Plataforma de Solidaridad con Ayotzinapa (The Solidarity Platform for Ayotzinapa). This platform would involve several other social movements, human rights groups, unions, and student spokespersons – that I will discuss more below – all involved in organizing the nationwide protests for the 43 disappeared students from Ayotzinapa. Doña Yola, who I often met with also outside of the meetings in the House of Solidarity or the public events they organized, came to arrange several interviews for me during my first months in Mexico City. She constantly fed me with information about events, contacts, newspaper articles she thought would be of interest to me or help orientate myself in the networks of activists where I conducted fieldwork.


    Los Padres y Madres de Ayotzinapa are the 43 families of the disappeared students who were attacked in Iguala in September 2014. Most of them are farmers and work in the fields of Guerrero or Estado de México. I befriended some of them and constantly met them in meetings, at protests, in street marches, before and after their public events, mainly but not only in Mexico City where they came and held weekly protests during my time there. Don Bernardo Aguilar, Don Eusebio Navaz, Don Marcelo Rodriguez, Don Eugenio, and Don Armando de la Vega, were the ones that I met with the most and came to listen to most often. They are the main protagonists of the part in this book called La Noche de Iguala that tells about their struggles in the wake of the disappearance of their sons. I also met Omar García among the surviving students of the police attack that killed and disappeared many of his friends that sad night. He studied to become a rural teacher at the Raúl Isidro Burgos Teachers’ College in Ayotzinapa where the 43 disappeared and three killed students of the Iguala Night – his friends and classmates – also studied, and as a survivor of that atrocity, he became a spokesperson in the midst of camera flashes and national spotlight in the months that followed. He was the one I first met with as Omar, just a few days after the Iguala Night had occurred, came to give his testimony at the House of Solidarity in Mexico City, where Doña Yola, padre Gustavo and Doña Esmeralda sat next to me when we listened to his story for the first time in the evening meeting at which the nationwide indignation movement for the Ayotzinapa students started to take shape.


    Those meetings, as I said above, would turn into the Solidarity Platform for Ayotzinapa. Here Gustavo and Yola, among others from the MPJD, sat next to the rights organization SERAPAZ, the Electricians’ Union, Omar García who participated from time to time, and sometimes some of the Fathers and Mothers of Ayotzinapa, together with student representatives from the Inter-University Assemblies that represented thousands of students in the capital that took part in the protests in Mexico City. In these meetings the nationwide protests were planned, search efforts coordinated, and activist tactics discussed.


    The movement led by the Fathers and Mothers of Ayotzinapa would bring many different political groups together under one umbrella. This cooperation is also highlighted by so-called “solidarity caravans” of chilango (residents in Mexico City) activists who travel to local often indigenous communities involved in resistance or protests of some sort and seek outside support. I found myself going on one of these solidarity caravans to La Policía Ciudadana y Popular de Guerrero (The Citizens’ Popular Police of Guerrero, PCP henceforth), a self-defense and self-armed resistance group in the indigenous communities in the highlands of Guerrero. After the Iguala Night, they provided protection for the Rural Teachers’ College of Ayotzinapa where the surviving students and families of the disappeared 43 were organizing their nationwide protest campaign. The PCP also hosts an annual commemorative protest for their own villages’ disappeared and killed that ends with a ceremony at the zócalo in the city of Tlapa, which I took part in.


    Many of the interviews and conversations I had with the families and activists who took time to answer my questions took place in these activist settings, in the Solidarity Platform for Ayotzinapa, or the student assemblies of UNAM, often in the midst of the movement and chaos of street protests, hunger strikes, or commemorative ceremonies in city centers. They often occurred in Mexico City around el Paseo de la Reforma, el Zócalo, el Ángel de la Independencia, or Estela de Luz outside of the Chapultepec Park, el Monumento de la Revolución, Plaza de las Tres Culturas, or Hemiciclo a Juárez at the Alameda Park. Families of victims come to these places to protest or grieve in dramatic gestures and here media and ordinary citizens can take notice of them.


    Overtime, I became so full-heartedly involved in the protests myself that I couldn’t then, nor now, distinguish my role as anthropologist from that of an activist. I found that being involved in activism and protesting side by side with the families I wrote about, challenges ethnographic theory and political theory in certain ways. It puts practice and accessibility at the heart of political theory and made me strive to further erase the hierarchy between the researcher and those being researched through the way I write anthropological theory. The anthropological research method of participant-observation fieldwork – with the anthropologist immersed in ongoing daily activities – positions us to develop both theoretical and practical understandings of political realities and possibilities in a time when human fate is increasingly tied to how these two combine. What else, the participation-based method offers a way to explore what concerned communities themselves find to be the most urgent challenges they face, and articulate how it should be dealt with, in a community-driven rather than intellectual elite-based knowledge-production of political theory.


    Writing about political movements that mobilize against violence in Mexico today may be perceived as a form of intervention itself. This is shown in the fact that Mexico has become a dangerous country for journalists who write about such topics with 109 journalists killed in the country since 2000 according to the rights group Articulo 19.13 To write about the struggle against violence and impunity in Mexico, the mere act of raising knowledge about the phenomenon, makes you entangled in the ongoing power dynamics of Mexican society.


    Many families who see a family member shot dead or disappeared never take to the streets or join groups of organized mourners who fight legal and political battles for proper police investigations, truth and justice. They are much harder to access for a foreign researcher like myself with limited time in Mexico, and the ethical terrain of including them is vaguer than with those who seek the spotlight and want their words to be heard by joining political groups who perform public events and protests.


    Some who protest and raise their voices are threatened and even murdered. Relatives themselves are aware of the dangers. Doña María del Carmen, one of the mothers of the Ayotzinapa students, once addressed this topic in the following way to me and a small crowd at the UNAM in Mexico City:


    These things are allowed to happen because families who have a disappeared relative remain silent, because they are threatened. Because they are afraid. Because they think that they can kill another member of their family otherwise. But then they can continue to disappear and that family is also silent.


    For the activists involved in the social movements who take to the streets, like Doña María del Carmen, the politics tend to be intensely personalized. I have strived for my fieldnotes to mirror their efforts and indignation. This strategy risks showcasing personal trauma rather than theorizing the political, but I believe that the families and activists who speak in this book do their own fair share of theorizing and distributing blame.


    I conducted many interviews with close relatives and listened to hundreds of speeches at the events, ceremonies and protests they staged in public places, took notes and recorded during discussions or talks at meetings in the Solidarity Platform for Ayotzinapa. Both interviews and speeches at public events are artificial environments staged for certain purposes, which is not to say that what is said at such occasions is not be genuinely felt by those who say it. Things said in everyday life can be just as manipulative or told for certain gains or other unspoken reasons. But the performative nature of the spoken word, in any setting or context, only furthers the case of how it is often best combined with detailed reflexive observations from one’s own participation in the same activities. By participating ourselves, we as scholars can acquire a better grasp of the complex dynamics at play in any given field setting, and through the “participant-observation methods, we are confronted ethically with the problems of the stakes in our writing”.14


    The participant observation fieldwork offers unique ways to “engage with political stakes that matter to the people” we study.15 By accompanying Mexican families stubborn struggles for their disappeared over time, I also came to observe a larger pattern where time seemed to repeat itself, how political protests became ritualized, happened again and again, and some turned into commemorative ceremonies at new memorial sites, and this emergence of new annual protests appeared to be at play over long stretches of time, far beyond my short period in Mexico.


    I have built this temporal structure into this experimental monograph itself, and by this I hope to shed light on some of the spatiotemporal processes that make up the legacy this leaves Mexican society with, to contribute to the ethnography of political engagement, at the same time as this political ethnography aspires to form part of that same engagement.


    Fieldnotes as Ethnography


    My ambition that this book shall form part of the political engagement it describes, makes me explore concrete ways for it to do so. For this purpose, I turn to what I call “informant-centered fieldnotes” as a way of writing ethnography. I shall seek to tell and present my field research with notes about the people I encountered there as the protagonists. Since the Mexican families’ activism to a large extent aims for them to be heard, they shall at least be heard within these pages, as the fieldnotes written down here will tell about them and bring forth their stories.


    In this discussion on the use of fieldnotes, I shall mention two writers above others, the anthropologist Oscar Lewis and the Mexican journalist Elena Poniatowska, who I have drawn lessons from and built on while developing this fieldnotes-based approach. This classic anthropological technique: the fieldnote, doesn’t need to be limited to merely a method of collecting data but can also be used as a way of writing ethnography.16 This, in fact, has several benefits, since it helps to switch the focus from the researcher to those who participate in our research and may allow them space – in our texts – to be subjects more than objects of study. Instead of theorizing the production of fieldnotes as many anthropologists have done before,17 this monograph uses three distinct writing styles of edited fieldnotes to present its research and turn the spotlight towards informants.


    This fieldnotes-based descriptive writing aims to voice Mexican activists’ political struggles and thus departs with a different purpose to what was once the “writing culture” trend that drew inspiration from more insular academic tendencies in literary critical theory.18 They were what we might call more scholarly-oriented approaches as opposed to the informant-centered techniques I shall seek to draw upon and further develop here.19


    The essential question is: “what uses may be made of fieldnotes – directly – as part of ethnographic writing? How do canons of scientific method, responsibility to informants, and desires to write persuasively and authoritatively all intersect in the use of fieldnote material?”20 Fieldnotes are thus not only “what anthropologists write before they write ethnographies” but a way for them to write monographs.21


    Anthropologists interest in fieldnotes beyond as a method to collect and gather data before the real writing begins, has gone in and out of fashion ever since the emergence of the field: from Franz Boas and George Hunt’s “3,000 pages of Kwakiutl texts and translations… to present Kwakiutl culture as it appears to the Indian himself”;22 to the controversy that surrounded the posthumous publication of Malinowski’s diary and its alleged racism;23 to the more theoretical discussions about the relationships between fieldnotes and the making of ethnographies;24 and ethnographers’ “naked” use of them as part of their writing, which serves as an inspiration for this monograph’s take on edited fieldnotes straight to publication.


    One of the problems with the ways in which fieldnotes and field diaries may be written, as I see it, is the narrative “I” itself, which this book seeks to keep to a minimum. My fieldnotes, therefore, especially in La Noche de Iguala: A Year of Revolt, and Los Desaparecidos: Necrographies, are not told in the author’s voice or with the anthropologist as the first person. This aspires to reimagine the way we write and think about fieldnotes, but first and foremost to base the descriptive part within these pages in the lives and struggles of Mexican activists. In this, I build on ethnographers who have used fieldnotes to capture how it is to live under certain political circumstances and to show daily realities, such as Rothenberg’s fieldnotes from Palestine, Bourgois’s transcribed dialogues with research informants in Harlem, New York, and Skinner’s posthumously published Sichuan Fieldnotes, 1949-1950, in an account about rural village life on the eve of the Chinese revolution. Many field diaries and fieldnotes-based approaches, in my opinion, often remain rather self-centered, as much biographies about the anthropologist and an account about his or her “field experience” as they are about the lives of informants although with extensive descriptions, in sharp contrast to, for instance, Oscar Lewis’s life-history case studies and other interview, transcription or dialogue-based approaches in the vein of the previously cited Svetlana Alexievich,Oscar Lewis, Philippe Bourgois, Elena Poniatowska, Celia E. Rothenberg, among others. Inspired by these, this monograph tries to keep its fieldnotes as informant-centered as possible.


    Earlier generations of anthropologists have pointed to the difference between scratch notes – words hastily scribbled down in one’s field diary or notebook while in the field, and fieldnotes as such, especially edited ones for publication like mine here. They have also raised the question to what extent a fieldnote can be written at a later stage when no longer in “the field” but “at home” as a “remembered impression”.25


    On the first day upon returning from Mexico I had what makes up La Noche de Iguala: A Year of Revolt, and Los Desaparecidos: Necrographies, transcribed in my field diary. The material that makes up the first part, however, consisting of short biographies of the activists I befriended, were not all “there” from day one of the writing-up process – only a few of these fieldnotes were – but needed more editing, rewriting, and remembering to take shape. The interviews were there, so were the observations from the specific days they tell about, but here my scratch notes often needed to be revisited again and again to come up with the finished product. What has been called “the scratch-notes-to-descriptive-fieldnotes writing act” or “second-stage descriptive fieldnotes”.26 Since the fieldnotes in this section often expand back and forth in time beyond the date given in the caption – to contextualize and give background but also to avoid repetition by gathering information in one or two fieldnotes instead of several – this writing process was a frenetic piecing together of scratch notes buried somewhere in my field diary. This was primarily a conventional selection of monograph-relevant information, weighted against the need to provide sufficient biographical details and description for a coherent narrative in each individual fieldnote to tell its own story. I hope I have managed to strike the right balance.


    I have divided my notes into three parts, three separate sections. The first, as mentioned, is called Fieldnotes plain and simple and consists of short biographies of Mexican activists with descriptions of events that took place at certain dates but also expands a bit to contextualize. These mini-biographies come as scenes from Mexico’s contemporary protests, to tell about the families and activists involved in the political movements mentioned before. On their own they may appear to be arbitrary mini-biographies or loosely held together multi-sited field scenes, but together they form a bricolage of Mexico’s contemporary indignation, or that is the aspiration.


    The fieldnotes in this section are numbered and number seven also contains interviews with celebrants of the Day of the Dead at the Pantheon Míxquic, in San Andrés Míxquic, during the days of the fiesta del año 2022. These conversations were recorded at or around the famous cemetery that holds the alumbrada candle ceremony when thousands of lights are lit and put forth together with the offerings at the beautifully decorated tombs littered with flower petals in an evening vigil and commemoration for the village’s dearly departed. An event that attracts tens of thousands of visitors from across the CDMX (local abbreviation for Mexico City) area and abroad each year.


    The second section, La Noche de Iguala: A Year of Revolt, narrates more directly a certain zeitgeist that dominated Mexico then and there by voicing the Fathers and Mothers of Ayotzinapa’s stubborn struggle for their sons through transcriptions of testimonies, protest slogans and songs, other recordings, and diverse fieldnotes from protest rallies. This part focuses on the sociopolitical turmoil in the immediate aftermaths of the Iguala Night and come as a kaleidoscope of protest scenes and voices that seek to capture the zeitgeist of indignation, the “spirit of the time”, through a pluralistic portrait over the chaotic scenes that unfolded out on the streets of Mexico after this tragedy as it held Mexico in its firm grip.


    The writing technique deployed here is to some extent indebted to the famous Mexican journalist Elena Poniatowska, who once wrote the classic book La Noche de Tlatelolco: testimonios de historia oral, about the Tlatelolco massacre in 1968. With La Noche de Iguala as the police attack in Iguala became known, it is time, once more, to capture the oral stories to narrate the events that came to orbit around this latest dark night in Mexican history. The recorded testimonies in this part track the indignation in the wake of the tragedy over a full calendar year. These short transcribed field-recordings from within a protest movement aspires to form part of the very engagement it describes out on the streets, and the writing in La Noche de Iguala: A Year of Revolt, is perhaps the most clear and concrete technique I use in this experimental monograph to do so.


    The third and last part of my fieldnotes is called Los Desaparecidos: Necrographies, and tell what I call “necrographies” (biographies of the dead or disappeared)27 as they are told at an informal memorial site in Mexico City, created by families involved in the MPJD, at the place known as Estela de Luz outside of the Chapultepec Park. Here we shall hear the nation’s disappeared talk to us with their own voices. Their short “necrographies” have been engraved in metal plates as street epitaphs into the ground at this new memorial site. The aim of retelling them here is to cast light on the political afterlives and enduring legacy of Mexico’s disappeared.


    These three sections therefore represent three different ways of using the fieldnote as ethnography. They also correspond, respectively, to (a) scenes from daily life, (b) political events on a national scale, and (c) the long-term legacy of Mexico’s disappeared. This book, consequently, makes full use of the participant observation fieldwork’s grounded approach to tell from a perspective “from below”.


    Generations of anthropologists researching Mexico have been inspired by Oscar Lewis, but few have developed their own take on what his life-biographies-oriented technique to depict Mexican daily life might look like today. Lewis’s books The Children of Sánchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family; A Death in the Sánchez Family, and La Vida, all deployed the biography as a way of writing anthropology. These books were based on long interviews meant to either paint a portrait of an entire family and its individuals’ different life paths (the Children of Sánchez); narrate an entire personal life history (La Vida); or, gave several perspectives from different people’s point of view involved in one single event in daily life, that of the funerary wake, in Mexico known as el velorio (A Death in the Sánchez Family).


    Oscar Lewis’s lifework formed part of his wish to cast light on what he called “the culture of poverty”. My fieldnotes here, likewise, form part of a greater picture, what we may call an epoch of indignation.


    This book’s fieldnotes, however, in sharp contrast to Lewis’s works that stayed with a few individuals and within the roof of one house, come as a cluster of events and parallel happenings, a cacophony of voices and dispersed multi-sited field scenes. This may very well be to my fieldnotes disadvantage. But the principle of heterogeneity and chaotic plurality that dominate this experimental monograph also, to some extent, reflect how life is in a megacity like Mexico City, as well as the participation in Mexico’s social movements, and in that way, I hope that this pluralistic portrait mirrors real life and contemporary times.


    The informant-centered fieldnotes approach deployed here will echo Lewis’s strategy in A Death in the Sánchez Family, and Poniatowska’s approach in La Noche de Tlatelolco, in narrating several perspectives about a specific event, and their ambition to lower the ethnographer’s own voice in order to raise the volume from the recordings from the field.


    Elena Poniatowska once claimed that her ambition was: “simply to give voice to those who don’t have one”.28 The activists who speak here never needed me for being heard. But I did listen, and choice of research approach and methods always come with political implications, and the narrative choices here were made to enable this book to lend itself to the voices of families of Mexico’s disappeared. Consequently, the informant-centered fieldnotes approach utilized here is rooted in Mexican families who seek to make state institutions and wider society listen and consider their perspectives.


    Some may say that the naked fieldnote is a form of anti-anthropology, but it is also a form of classic ethnography. Call it the anthropology of the notebook if you will. The field diary is a time document, and this monograph’s fieldnotes also serve as a calendar: apart from capturing a zeitgeist from a certain place at a certain time, they will show how grievers become activists and – to complete the circle – cast light on the temporal process of how Mexico’s protests for the nation’s disappeared gradually become ritualized and transform into commemorative ceremonies at new memorial sites.


    


    
      
        1 For an analysis of the so-called drug war during its first few years, see Guillermo Pereyra. “México: violencia criminal y guerra contra el narcotráfico”. (Revista Mexicana de Sociología, 2012), 74:3: 429-460. Available at: http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pi- d=S0188-25032012000300003&lng=es&nrm=iso.


        A special issue was published the same year, in Spanish, by the academic journal Desacatos, (nr. 40, septiembre-diciembre 2012), entitled Entender la Violencia (understanding the violence), edited by Elena Azaloa and including contributions from prominent Mexican experts on crime and the sociology of violence, whose contributions are all available to download and read for free as pdfs here: https://desacatos.ciesas.edu.mx/index.php/Desacatos/issue/view/14.


        Another more recent English publication is the journal Latin American Perspectives (2021), 236: 48(1), a special issue on the topic of “Violence, Capital Accumulation, and Resistance in Contemporary Latin America”, edited by Andrew R. Smolski and Matthew Lorenzen, in which several contributions, including by myself, analyse Mexico’s multifaceted state, criminal, and neoliberal violence and community responses to them. The special issue is available at https:// latinamericanperspectives.com/violence-capital-accumulation-and-resistance-in-contempo- rary-latin-america/.

      


      
        2 Albert Camus. The Rebel. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), p. 151.

      


      
        3 Grupo Interdisciplinario de Expertos Independientes (GIEI): “Informe Ayotzinapa, Investigación y primeras conclusiones de las desapariciones y homicidios de los normalistas de Ayotzinapa, 2015”. Available at: https://www.oas.org/es/cidh/actividades/giei/giei-informeayotzinapa1.pdf. (Accessed, February 16, 2020).

      


      
        4 GIEI Informe Ayotzinapa I and II.
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