Excerpt from “The Performing Archives of Victor Cartagena” by Kenn Watt

Victor Cartagena’s works of this period called “Looking South” challenge the stripping away to the condition of “bare life” that haunts both the memory of the war and the history of the forced exile of so many subjects.  They reference the continuing nature of the “state of exception,” the exposure of the populace unmade as citizens and deprived of the protection of the state during wartime, connecting it to the present state of economic exile that accompanies the rebuilding of the nation of El Salvador. What Ong calls “neoliberalism as exception” is this continuation of warfare by other means, the interpellation of economic subjecthood in nation-states that while not depriving subjects of rights, nevertheless violently incorporates them into transnational market processes as raw material.  In this sense, to be a citizen, is to be a part of the exchange; Cartagena’s pictures represent the slippage between individuality and subjecthood, that Ong describes in her reworking of Agamben’s philosophy of exception.  The images deconstruct the identification of subjectivity with citizenship by a process of multiplication and the assignments of signifiers that, while pointing to particular histories and narratives, refuse to develop them to the point of becoming individual stories.  As a form of witnessing, they, like the contested genre of testimony, illustrate larger realities composited from many collected histories.

