
Chapter 3

Ripped Stitches: Mass Media and 
Televisual Imaginaries in Rafael 

Courtoisie’s Narrative

In the winter (June–August) of 2004, the Buenos Aires radio 
station 95.1 Metro ran an advertising campaign that covered 
the city in photographs of their on-air personalities altered so as 
to present them as half-human, half-robot. The advertisements, 
found throughout the streets of Capital Federal on phone 
booths and subway billboards, used the image of the cyborg to 
enhance the “cool” factor of the station, associating cyborg 
identity with urban sound, technology with the “hip.” Indeed, 
the campaign fit precisely within the image that the radio 
 station continues to project, both on-air and on its website 
http://www.metro951.com: that is, a radio station whose 
emphasis on contemporary, electronic (techno) music places it 
among the most current, most up-to-date of the radio stations 
in the Greater Buenos Aires market (whether that image is 
 accurate is, of course, debatable).

The campaign’s use of cyborg imagery is of particular  interest, 
both as presented in the advertisement as well as within the 
cultural and societal context of the imagery of technological 
identity traced in this book. The advertisement itself displays 
the pictures of its cyborg DJs in an appropriately paradoxical 
fashion. The station is presented as being wholly urban with its 
slogan “100% SONIDO URBANO,” only to disrupt a sense of 
 totality with the split photographs of men whose faces are evenly 
divided between organic and robotic. Furthermore, despite 
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appearing above the pictures, the visual construction of the 
advertisement places the slogan after the images. That is, the 
cyborg images catch the eye of the passer-by who then proceeds 
to read the text that explains it. One is presented, then, with an 
apparently fractured self that is then stitched together by the 
text that claims that the cyborg DJ is the visual representation 
of a radio station that is “100% SONIDO URBANO.” The tension 
of the dichotomous photographs turns dialectic as the declara-
tion of 100 percent purity synthesizes the organic and the tech-
nological in a single, sonic-based cybernetic identity. The 
naming of the cyborgs beneath each picture adds another level 
to this display of a media-based posthuman identity. Each pho-
tograph functions as not only a symbolic figure that endows an 
Argentine radio station with the futuristic implications of sci-
ence fiction but also as the representation of real people, people 
whose apparently cybernetic voices one will be able to hear if 
one tunes in to 95.1.

The image at the top of the advertisement, one that 95.1 uses 
as its symbol in all of its advertising, represents a digital equal-
izer, a computeristic representation of sound and the measures 
and limits that we place on sound with technology (on the 
 website this particular image is animated). At the same time, 
the form—a circle with a long line, short line, long line inside—
suggests the shape of a human head with two ears, or more 
likely, two headphones, a suggestion that links digital music 
technology with human identity as it draws on the explicit 
cyborg photographs below to make that linkage. It also reaches 
out to the passer-by in a gesture that extends its series of post-
human combinations. If the three personalities are cybernetic 
DJs, producers of the aural information that the listener will 
experience in their quest for the urban and the modern, this 
headphone/equalizer cyborg provides a space for the insertion 
of the listener within the technological imaginary of the radio 
station. That is, the three cyborgs whose technological selves 
promise the most current of the current also offer their hip 
identity to anyone who will plug themselves into their message. 
Cyborg identity becomes a welcome virus, one that anyone with 
the proper taste can contract if they will but expose themselves. 
Indeed, the advertisement placement on phone booths seemed 
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to suggest a Matrix-inspired access point to the digital system 
even as the Telefónica reminds the potential cyborg citizen of 
the neoliberal reality that underlies the various technological 
connections.

This campaign taps into a technophilia that we have not seen 
in the works considered thus far. One might be tempted to 
 dismiss the campaign as not authentic; the music the station 
plays is almost exclusively foreign. Indeed, this particular 
 marketing strategy would serve as an example of the hotly 
debated claims made in the now notorious prologue to Alberto 
Fuguet and Sergio Gómez’s McOndo anthology where Latin 
American culture is argued to be more global than local. Of 
most interest for this study is the way that cybernetic identity is 
portrayed as a desirable aspect of contemporary identity and as 
a by-product of the consumption of popular culture as delivered 
by the technology of mass media. This image, this gesture, 
serves as the focal point for two novels by the Uruguayan writer 
Rafael Courtoisie, where mass media, posthuman identity, and 
global culture develop, collide, fuse, and founder in neoliberal 
Latin America.

In his 2000 novella Tajos, Courtoisie describes a scene that 
combines the ridiculous with a studied meditation on  posthuman 
and consumerist identity in turn-of-the-millennium Latin 
America. Raúl, a fledgling psycho killer whose crimes include 
the slashing of supermarket foodstuffs, teddy bears, and a 
Mickey Mouse doll, calls into a television variety show. He wins 
a chance to play a game in which he uses his remote control to 
shoot down airplanes that fly across the television screen as a 
part of the program. Raúl is ultimately unsuccessful, and while 
he proceeds to more heinous crimes over the course of the novel 
the image of the young man waving his remote control at the 
television set while plugged into the program via his telephone 
remains as a focal point for the events that transpire. Courtoisie 
uses this and other related images to examine the articulation 
of a consumerist identity constantly mediated by the combina-
tions of technological and organic bodies. By so doing, the 
Uruguayan writer suggests a nuanced vision of the connections 
between global capitalism, posthuman bodies, and televisual 
media that engages and critiques contemporary theoretical 
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examinations of these issues. I would argue that in Tajos, and in 
his more recent Caras extrañas (2001), Courtoisie articulates a 
“cleaving” of posthuman identity where the tajos perform both 
contradictory meanings of the verb as they sever bodies and 
fuse disparate elements simultaneously. That is, neither the slice 
nor the suture completes the transformation of identity that 
exists at the crossing of organic, technological, and consumerist 
bodies in postdictatorship Latin America.

The novella Tajos represents an intriguing narrative addition 
to an oeuvre known principally for its contributions to Latin 
American poetry. The Uruguayan writer recently won the 2002 
Jaime Sabines award in Mexico, one of several such interna-
tional literary prizes he has received. His prose texts have also 
earned him acclaim, from the curious Vida de perro [A dog’s 
life], a dog’s history of the world, to his several collections of 
short stories, Tajos and his most recent novel, Caras extrañas, a 
meditation on postdictatorship Latin America. Tajos enjoyed a 
moderate amount of success in Latin America in an Alfaguara 
edition and was reedited in Spain with Lengua de Trapo where 
it continues in print. Mario Benedetti has identified Courtoisie 
as “uno de los nombres más descollantes y de más merecido 
prestigio” [one of the most outstanding names and of most 
deserved prestige], agreeing with those that place Courtoisie at 
the forefront of Uruguayan letters. In Tajos, and later in Caras 
extrañas, Courtoisie develops realities where technology, televi-
sion, consumerism, and dictatorship intersect and interact in 
the construction of corporeal identity. If Tajos tackles this tech-
nologically and televisually mediated reality on an individual 
level, Caras extrañas contextualizes it within the postdictatorial 
aftermath of political violence.

In the earlier novella, Courtoisie presents a protagonist whose 
ability to interact with reality has been severely eroded by his 
obsession with knives, television, and his grandmother’s death. 
Raúl’s forays out of his apartment follow a repeating sequence 
where Raúl acquires a knife, cuts a series of absurd objects, loses 
the knife, and returns to his apartment to watch more televi-
sion. The titular tajos become a series of figurative and literal 
cuts that metonymically represent Raúl’s divided sense of self as 
they simultaneously represent what could be thought of as 
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 cinematic “cuts” that fuse the disparate scenes and identities 
that compete within Raúl’s divided self. The resultant body, 
one that fuses flesh, knife, television, and commodity even as it 
exists “cut off” from the society it inhabits becomes Courtoisie’s 
image of a frustrated posthuman body paradoxically unable to 
find union within a hybridized conglomeration of organic, 
prosthetic, and video components.

In keeping with the paradoxical fissures and fusions that such 
a body suggests, the vision of the posthuman that emerges from 
Courtoisie’s novel both extends and rejects the articulations of 
posthuman and cyborg identity we have discussed earlier from 
theorists such as Haraway and Hayles. Certainly the hybridized 
combinations of technology and flesh, both literal and figura-
tive that these theorists describe, appear as centerpieces in this 
work. We can return to Haraway’s insistence on the cyborg’s 
subversive power as grounded in its ability to transgress bound-
aries and limits: “There is much room for radical political  people 
to contest the meanings of the breached boundary. The cyborg 
appears in myth precisely where the boundary between human 
and animal is transgressed. Far from signaling a walling off of 
people from other living beings, cyborgs signal disturbingly 
and pleasurably tight coupling” (1991: 152). As we examine the 
scenes Courtoisie uses in his meditation on consumerism, tele-
vision, and technology we will appreciate an alternate conceptu-
alization of the effects of boundary transgression in a world 
where the blurry demarcations between machine, human, and 
consumerism dictate the construction of identity.1

The initial scene of the novel, Raúl’s attack on a supermarket, 
develops this idea of posthuman cleavage, where his literal knife 
cuts are accompanied by fusions of meaning and erosions of 
limits. The description of the mutilated vegetables begins a 
series of imagery that blends human being with the materials 
that surround it.

Entro a un supermercado.

Tajeo las bolsas de azúcar. Me alejo. Viene un supervisor. No se 

explica el desastre. Voy impertérrito. Parezco manso.

El peso del contenido empuja los labios del tajo. Salta el azúcar 

sólido, la hemorragia blanca en el piso.
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Sigo inmaculado. Como un doctor. Sigo con la navaja.

La clavo.

Sigo.

Clavo la navaja otra vez.

Sigo sin prisa.

Los tomates sangran.

Malogré un racimo, castré una sandía. Apuñalé tubérculos, 

 perforé huevos. (11–12)

I enter a supermarket.

I slice the sacks of sugar. I move away. A supervisor approaches, 

he doesn’t understand the disaster. I leave, unperturbed. I seem 

tame.

The weight of the contents presses on the lips of the cut. The 

solid sugar jumps out, the white hemorrhage on the floor.

I continue, immaculate. Like a doctor. I continue with the 

knife.

I stick it in.

I continue.

I stick the knife in again.

I continue, without hurry.

The tomatoes bleed.

I destroy a bunch of grapes, I castrate a watermelon, I stab roots, 

I perforate eggs.

The castrated watermelon, the lipped sugar, and the bloody 
tomatoes combine to create a literary space where the once-
unique qualities of human embodiment expand to include the 
food that nourishes that body. The effect of this metaphorical 
system is a destabilization of the boundaries of human being. 
Instead of maintaining control over the images that describe 
humans exclusively Courtoisie creates a situation in which food 
functions as the body, at least from the perspective of the first-
person attacker who makes his way through the supermarket. 
The idiosyncrasies that make Raúl see packages of sugar as 
human bodies suggests an aesthetic in which the human being 
does not occupy a separate, hallowed sphere. While bleeding 
tomatoes and castrated watermelons are a far cry from the 
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 metaphorical cyborgs that move through Hayles and Haraway’s 
theoretical writings, the decay of the boundaries that delineate 
human identity sets the stage for a further erosion of  boundaries 
between the organic and the mechanical. If Haraway’s cyborg 
appears at the transgressed boundary between animal and 
human, Courtoisie situates his creation at a place where  vegetable 
and human merge in semiotic hybridity.

The reaction of the police and the media to Raúl’s attack on 
the supermarket strengthens this confusion of human identity. 
As the police arrive on the scene, they encounter a woman 
whose young son is still inside the supermarket. Her hysterical 
screams draw repeated blows from the police who claim to be 
attempting to calm her (Tajos, 15). The result of this scene of 
institutional violence is the woman’s bloodied mouth, a red-
stained image that repeats the vegetable gore of the mutilated 
tomatoes and castrated watermelons. The blood from the 
 woman’s mouth then flows into the next section where Raúl 
describes another aspect of his supermarket assault:

Yo había lanzado las botellas de salsa ketchup sobre los 

automóviles y los carteles del estacionamiento, había estrellado 

botellas de salsa de tomate en las casas cercanas, había derra-

mado salsa ketchup en la garganta de los inodoros, dentro de los 

toilettes, había salpicado espejos y alfombras.

También había desparramado un cargamento de calabazas. 

Parecían cabezas sueltas, sin dueño, cabezas solas de una  masacre. 

La realidad estaba ensangrentada. La salsa de tomate parece 

humana.

Parece sangre.

Luce como sangre humana.

Yo no tengo la culpa.

La ropa se mancha. Los líquidos son semejantes.

La policía se confundió. (16–17)

I had hurled ketchup bottles over the cars and the parking signs, 

I had plastered the nearby houses with bottles of tomato sauce, 

I had spilled ketchup in the throats of the toilets, inside the 

restrooms, I had sprayed mirrors and carpets. I had also  scattered 

a load of pumpkins. They looked like loose heads, without 
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 owners, the solitary heads of a massacre. The reality was bloody. 

The tomato sauce looked human.

It looked like blood.

It shone like blood.

It’s not my fault.

The clothing was stained, the liquids are similar.

The police were confused.

The novel moves from an aesthetic that confuses human beings 
with vegetables to a situation in which the main character delib-
erately manipulates signs so as to produce chaos. The characters 
that attempt to read the scene are unable to arrive at accurate 
interpretations, precisely because they depend upon definitions 
of human bodies that Raúl has destabilized through his careful 
mix of human metaphor and vegetable reality. The ketchup that 
imitates blood and the pumpkins that mimic severed heads 
strengthen the previous moves that fudge the outlines of human 
identity as they simultaneously underscore the artificial quality 
of the image. That is, the scene describes the creation of a 
 particular image as an exercise in deceit. At the same time, the 
similarities between ketchup and blood, round pumpkins and 
round heads, all suggest a metaphorical union of images that 
also fuses human body with vegetable body.

In a related, more cinematic move, the color red as an image 
of blood serves as a unifying logic for the scene progression 
from woman’s mouth, to staged explosion, to the overall scene 
that deceives the police into identifying the mess as a terrorist 
attack. By ending on the three images I mention, the chapters I 
refer to in this section present a series of what can be seen as 
match cuts that use blood to bridge the gap between female 
victim of police aggression, spilled ketchup, and police  confusion. 
Just as a film editor will use similarly shaped objects to provide 
a visual logic to the change in scenes in a movie, the red liquid 
that flows from the woman’s mouth and the mutilated ketchup 
bottles mix to link the otherwise unrelated images. This strat-
egy further strengthens the metaphorical mixing of human and 
vegetable bodies. This use of cinematic logic underscores the 
slippery nature of the markers we use to define human identity 
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and sets the stage for the literal hybridity of the cyborg body. It 
also provides an alternate interpretation for the novel’s title. If 
“Tajos” refers explicitly to the cuts that Raúl’s knife will make 
on his psychotic journey, it also suggests the cuts in film that, 
paradoxically, unite the film’s logic as much as dissect it. The 
media’s arrival at the end of the sequence, asking the police’s 
interpretation of what happened, functions as a culminating 
moment where these different strategies result in the transmis-
sion of a carefully constructed televisual scene (Tajos, 19).

The idea of a cinematic cut that joins as much as it separates 
helps explain the subsequent situations in which Raúl’s relation-
ship with his television suggests the genesis of a media cyborg 
where the main character’s identity appears as an amalgamation 
of organic body, television set, and televised program. The 
 following scene provides an example of Raúl’s television 
 watching experience.

En el Canal 3 dan Batman. Cambio. Es un murciélago estúpido. 

Robin es puto.

En el 11 dan Viva Minerva.

LLAME, LLAME, LLAME YA

49067 49072

PARTICIPE Y GANE CON MINERVA

Llamo al canal.

—¿Sí?

—¡VIVA MINERVA!—grito.

—¿Cómo es tu nombre?

Dudo.

—Raúl. Me llamo Raúl.

. . . 

Podés jugar al avión.

El juego del avión es peor. Aparece un avión en la pantalla y hay que 

derribarlo tecleando al azar en el control remoto. El avión da vueltas 

muy rápidas en un cielo a lunares y hay que acertarle de lleno.

Cada tecla es un proyectil. El participante tiene cuarenta 

 segundos. Si logra derribar el avión gana el automóvil y el viaje 

a París.
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El avión ruge. Pulso el cero. Erré el tiro.

El ocho. Casi, casi.

Ahora el tres, le pego en el ala, pero no cae.

El cuatro, muy lejos.

El cinco. Se acabó.

Chau premio. (38–39)

Batman’s on channel 3. I change it. He’s a stupid bat. Robin 

is gay.

Viva Minerva is on 11.

CALL, CALL, CALL NOW

49067 49072

PARTICIPATE AND WIN WITH MINERVA

I call the station.

—Yes?

—VIVA MINERVA! —I yell.

—What’s your name?

I hesitate.

—I’m Raúl, my name is Raúl.

You can play airplane.

The airplane game is the worst. An airplane appears on the 

screen and you have to shoot it down by pressing random 

 buttons on the remote control. The plane flies around very 

quickly in the polka dot sky and you have to fit it full on.

Each button is a projectile. The player has forty seconds. If he’s 

able to shoot down the plan he wins a car and a trip to Paris.

The plane roars, I push the zero. I miss the shot.

Eight. Almost, almost.

Now the three, I hit it in the wing, but it doesn’t fall.

Four, way off.

Five, it’s over.

Goodbye prize.

On one level, Courtoisie presents the zapping culture that 
Beatriz Sarlo has studied so carefully in Escenas de la vida 
 posmoderna [Scenes of the Postmodern Life]. The initial scene 
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of Raúl sliding past programs, creating his own hybridized 
 televisual experience, suggests the monstrous television pro-
grams Sarlo describes as the irreproducible sequences of scenes 
 produced by zapping through the various channels.2 As the 
scene progresses, however, we see that Courtoisie is exploring 
the implications of zapping on a series of complementary levels 
that demand a closer analysis based on the implications of 
 posthuman theory.

The situation suggests a complex exchange of information 
across technological and organic boundaries. The scene 
begins with a typical television-watching scene in which Raúl 
uses his remote control to find a show, even as his inner 
monologue suggests the beginning of a looping motion 
between the  programs on the television, Raúl’s commentary, 
and organic/mechanical contact between his hand and the 
remote control. He then happens upon Viva Minerva, a vari-
ety show whose unstable name suggests the odd  combinations 
to come. On one level it expresses the idea of a live program, 
one that paradoxically combines the presence of the moment 
with the distance of the space between the organic bodies of 
the viewed and the viewer. On another level, the name 
becomes a cry of support for Minerva who is at once a ridicu-
lous blonde and the goddess of wisdom. Raúl’s arrival at Viva 
Minerva marks a second invitation into the technological 
loop already begun with the exchange between Batman and 
his remote control. In this instance Raúl uses the telephone 
to plug into the program, splitting into both viewer and 
viewed as his voice forms a part of the variety show he watches. 
At this point interactive television is at its most complicated. 
Raúl watches himself playing a game that responds to his 
choices as viewer, one that is at the same time analogous to 
his initial relationship with his remote control. Just as Raúl 
rejects Batman with a “Cambio,” he attempts to use the 
 buttons of the device to shoot down an airplane. In this 
instance, “Cambio” refers not merely to Raúl’s decision to 
change the channel but to the action that is produced when 
Raúl sees the program option and presses the appropriate 
button to affect the change. In a similar process, the hit on 
the wing is represented with a verb (pego) whose singular 
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first-person conjugation incorporates Raúl’s consciousness 
within the technological action of the remote control/missile 
launcher. Courtoisie complements this fusion of human and 
machine with a telegraphic style that emphasizes Raúl’s dia-
logue with the television, resorting to single words and short 
phrases that display the immediacy of the communication 
between Raúl, remote control, and television. In this com-
munication, one can appreciate a situation in which Hayles’s 
description of posthuman nature is applicable.

The user’s sensory-motor apparatus is being trained to accom-

modate the computer’s responses. Working with a VR simula-

tion, the user learns to move his or her hand in stylized gestures 

that the computer can accommodate. In the process, the neural 

configuration of the user’s brain experiences changes, some of 

which can be long lasting. The computer molds the human even 

as the human builds the computer. (1999: 47)

We can see this process especially clearly in Raúl’s repeated 
attempts to use the remote control to shoot down the plane. 
The blurring of identity that we saw in the metaphors and 
manipulation of images that we saw in the beginning of the 
novel now find a concrete example of organic and technological 
blending in Raúl’s combination with his remote control and 
television. We also find that Raúl’s molding of the supermarket 
scene finds a repetition here where Raúl’s idiosyncratic viewing 
style results in a complementary molding of his own identity.

The prominence of the remote control in this scene connects 
zapping with video game playing, extending two of Sarlo’s 
prominent themes. Raúl’s running commentary emphasizes his 
control over the television medium, creating a dialogue with 
the programs that result in the creation of a hybridized Batman/
Variety Show program fused together by the “cambios” that 
simultaneously cut them off. Courtoisie’s incorporation of the 
remote control in the televised video game takes zapping one 
step further. Not only do viewers control the sequence of pro-
gramming, they directly affect the course of the images shown—
shooting down the airplanes that fly across the screen and 
providing feedback upon which the announcers will comment. 
If Sarlo anticipated a situation where human and television 
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would merge in the creation of televisual art, Courtoisie  presents 
it as reality.

Courtoisie strengthens this televisual blurring of identity 
throughout the novel. A subsequent episode, one that results in 
Raúl destroying his television, further develops this idea. Raúl 
calls into a television psychic with the hopes of finding out why 
his grandmother died.

En la televisión hay un parapsicólogo.

LLAME AL 22608 PARA CONSULTAR

22608

TELEVIDA A SU ALCANCE

22608

EL NÚMERO DE LA TELEVISIÓN

El mentalista le adivina la suerte a una mujer. El marido la 

engaña con la hermana. La mujer grita. Conviene viajar. Olvide 

a su marido. Su hermana es perversa. Muy mala. Aléjese. Su 

marido no va a volver. Rehaga su vida.

La mujer insulta, respira, solloza.

—Rehaga su vida.

Corta. Otra consulta. (47–48)

There’s a parapsychologist on the television.

CALL 22608 TO CONSULT

22608

TELELIFE WITHIN YOUR REACH

22608

THE NUMBER ON THE TELEVISION

The mentalist tells the fortune of a woman. Her husband is 

cheating on her with her sister. The woman screams. It’s better 

to travel. Forget about her husband. Her sister is perverse. Very 

bad. Get away. Her husband won’t return. Remake your life.

The woman curses, breathes, sobs.

Remake your life.

He hangs up, another consult.

The introductory section to Raúl’s experience with the para-
psychologist illustrates a more generalized vision of televisual 
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posthuman identity. The episode begins in the same way as his 
encounter with the game show; the television presents him 
with a point of entry into the televised world through his 
 telephone. Raúl observes a woman already within the imagi-
nary, whose previous life has fallen apart because of the state-
ment of the psychic. What is of particular importance here is 
the process by which the woman’s life is remade. Her entry 
into the television world through her phone line produces a 
situation in which she must rethink the assumptions that rule 
her life. Courtoisie emphasizes the “humanity” of the situation 
with her responses to the news: the sobs, the deep breath, and 
the curses. At the same time, these very human responses are 
both played out on television and are framed by the descrip-
tions of the episode that begin with the television announce-
ment and end with the click of the telephone. That is, the 
woman’s apparently real life story both begins and ends medi-
ated by machines and played out on a technological stage. She 
has become both viewer and character on a television show 
and, furthermore, has been caught up in that same feedback 
loop between  television, telephone, and organic human body 
that we saw first in Raúl.

Raúl’s experience with the psychic runs a similar course that 
reconfirms what we saw with the woman as well as with his 
experiences on the game show.

Llamo yo.

—Usted ha perdido un familiar muy amado—explica.

Doy un salto.

—Falleció su abuela.

¿Cómo sabe?

—Sufrió un ataque al corazón.

Hijo de puta. ¿Cómo lo sabe?

—Lo voy a matar—amenazo—. Estafador. Farsante.

Se corta.

Llamo otra vez: 22608

—¿Canal 20?

—Sí. Canal 20. Estamos al aire.
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—Quiero hablar con el parapsicólogo.

—Hable.

Respiro. Pregunto.

—¿Cómo lo sabe? ¿Cómo mierda lo sabe?

No contesta.

Insulto. Bramo. Corta.

¿Cómo adivinó la muerte de mi abuela? (48–49)

I call.

—You have lost a beloved family member—he explains.

I jump.

—Your grandmother died.

How does he know?

—She had a heart attack.

Son of a bitch. How does he know?

—I’m going to kill you—I threaten—. Fake, Crook.

He hangs up.

I call again.

—Channel 20?

—Yes, channel 20, we’re on the air.

—I want to speak with the parapsychologist.

—Go ahead.

—How do you know? How the hell do you know?

—He doesn’t answer.

I curse, I yell. He hangs up.

How did he guess how my grandmother died?

Courtoisie overloads the description of the conversation with 
references to the technological mediation of the encounter 
between Raúl and the psychic. The “llamo” and “corta” that 
frame both calls function in much the same way as we saw 
 previously in the case of the woman, but in this case the televi-
sion station reminds Raúl of their “on air” status—a remark 
that simultaneously reminds the viewer of the now televised life 
of Raúl who is living out his search on television. Just as with 
the previous caller and with his experience on the game show 
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Raúl’s identity and reactions to life are determined by his 
 relationship with his television, a relationship made all the more 
technologically based by the use of the telephone.3

In the two most striking illustrations of Raúl’s relationship 
with his television, we see the grafting of apparatus and organic 
body in a process that accentuates Raúl’s inability to function in 
either sphere. Sarlo’s description of the successful video game 
player seems to anticipate and explain Raúl’s failure:

¿cuánto puedo acelerar mis reflejos corporales para lograr vencer 

la velocidad de los chip? ¿Qué nivel de dificultad admite, no mi 

previsión abstracta, sino mi capacidad física de transformarla en 

acciones que aparezcan en pantalla? Estas son las preguntas 

 cruciales de todo buen jugador de video-game. Los malos juga-

dores . . . no intentan responder a estas preguntas. Se los descubre 

enseguida porque mueven la palanca como sonámbulos, aprietan 

los botones todo el tiempo, no se sujetan a la rapidísima lógica de 

efectos y consecuencias, no cambian de táctica. (50–51)

How much can I accelerate my corporeal reflexes so that I can 

beat the speed of the chip? What level of difficulty allows, not 

my abstract foresight but my physical capability, to transform 

that foresight in actions that appear on the screen? These are the 

crucial questions of every good video game player. The bad 

players never try to answer those questions. They are discovered 

quickly as they move the control as if they were sleepwalking, 

pressing the buttons all the time without subjecting themselves 

to the very quick logic of cause and effect, they don’t change 

their tactics.

Here Sarlo anticipates Hayles’s description of posthuman 
 identity already mentioned, describing the competent player as 
one who adapts his or her body to the reality of the chip, 
 forming a kind of biomechanical feedback loop with the tech-
nology of the game. Raúl is the bad player who does not under-
stand that process, who cannot adapt. This failure to achieve his 
goals, be they prizes or psychic knowledge and hence the 
 objectives that bring Raúl the metaphorical cyborg into being, 
 suggests a similar frustration of desire at the seat of a newly 
articulated posthuman identity. Courtoisie combines this  failure 
with an omnipresent consumerism that constantly mediates the 
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exchange of information between organism and television. 
Raúl’s desire for commodity is what spurs the birth of the tele-
human, a desire that the resulting cyborg is unable to satisfy. 
Raúl ends up frustrated both by his posthuman nature and by 
his inability to operate his technological appendages success-
fully. The condemnation of consumerism is obvious in the first 
example; Raúl’s desire for the material prizes, the status sym-
bols that European travel and new cars provide, all represent 
the desire for commodity with all that that desire entails.4 The 
second example is subtler. Here we have the commoditization 
of emotion in the blending of biography, the promise of inner 
knowledge through psychic insight, and the televisual medium 
that presents the psychic life as an object of consumption. Raúl’s 
fusion with the television, both metaphorical and real, both 
accentuates the commoditization of the individual and under-
scores its inherent failure. It is at this point where Courtoisie’s 
challenge to Haraway’s “cyborg myth” is most clear. Raúl as 
cyborg only ever functions within the capitalistic framework 
that provided the technological components of his identity.5

The resulting implications of both the video game and the 
conversation with the psychic form a commentary on the 
 posthuman relationship that emerges from the interaction 
between organic human, television, and technological device. 
In this context, the difference between appendage arm and 
appendage remote control becomes negligible; indeed, the body 
and the artificial element are unified linguistically within Raúl’s 
utterances. The situation simultaneously creates a moment in 
which the telephone and remote control become the devices 
that help Raúl interface and fuse with televisual reality, suggest-
ing the creation of a kind of tele-human or media-cyborg. This 
 combination of Raúl and his media devices reenacts Frederich 
Kittler’s theories on media and consciousness, recalling specifi-
cally his image of airplane travelers all plugged into the  earphone 
jacks that provide them with news and entertainment. The 
human consciousness melds into the technology that keeps the 
plane in the air, as well as into the technology that keeps 
the  passengers informed and entertained. The result is a collec-
tive cybernetic organism that negotiates its identity among the 
biomechanical couplings that link airplane, news program, and 
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passenger. For Kittler, such couplings approach invisibility, 
 particularly in the case of media that delivers information with-
out the need for the mediation of writing, as is the situation 
with televisual image and sound (Kittler’s famous example is 
the phonograph that delivers sound without an accompanying 
sign). While Kittler remains objective on the implications of 
these ideas, such a fusion of body and media can certainly be 
seen as ominous. Shirin Shenassa describes a conceptualization 
of mass media that suggests a kind of cyborg existence where 
prosthesis changes from mechanical to organic, and the human 
becomes subject to the media rather than the media to the 
human.

The third, and most radical way of viewing this connectedness 

is to assume that humans are not only shaped and remain in 

feedback with media technologies but are also, in final analysis, 

an integrated part of information systems. As if inverting one of 

McLuhan’s famous axioms, humans who use media as exten-

sions of their sensory organs now appear as an extension of 

media. (264)

Courtoisie presents a physical reenactment of the situation 
where Raúl begins with technological appendages and ends 
being caught within an apparently bankrupt televisual imagi-
nary. The couplings that should join Raúl to the technological 
media collective apparently suffer bioelectrical “shorts.”

Raúl’s telephonic entrance into the televisual imaginary 
 functions according to the experience of what television and 
film theorist Robert Stam calls the tele-spectator. Stam charac-
terizes this process as such: “Larger than the figures on the 
screen, we quite literally oversee the world from a sheltered 
position—all the human shapes parading before us in televi-
sion’s insubstantial pageant are scaled down to lilliputian 
 significance” (364). Raúl begins in precisely that “sheltered 
position,” using his privileged vantage point as spectator to pass 
judgment on Batman and Robin. And yet, even as Raúl expresses 
his superiority by changing the channel, his interaction with 
the remote control and television set bring him to a point where 
he surrenders, at least partially, his position as spectator/voyeur. 



RIPPED STITCHES 95

By so doing, and especially when he enters the video game, he 
reenacts a further element of the televisual experience that Stam 
describes in his study on television news:

In psychoanalytic terms, television promotes a narcissistic 

 relationship with an imaginary other. It infantilizes in the sense 

that the young child perceives everything in relation to itself; 

everything is ordered to the measure of its ego. Television, if it 

is not received critically, fosters a kind of confusion of pronouns: 

between “I” the spectator and “He” or “She” the newscaster, as 

engaged in mutually flattering dialogue. (376)

Raúl’s conversion into a mediated posthuman being makes real 
the relationship Stam describes with the other as he physically 
joins the television programming. That is, television’s ambigu-
ous pronouns become truly specific to him even as they simul-
taneously maintain the function that Stam ascribes them. 
Courtoisie creates, then, a situation in which Raúl’s organic 
body becomes the corporeal reenactment of the psychological 
experience of television viewing with a marked blurring of the 
boundaries between the viewer and the viewed, the spectator’s 
organic body and the screen image. At the same time, Stam 
suggests that the confusion inherent in television is the result of 
a failure to receive it critically or, in other words, the failure to 
disengage from the apparatus and inspect it from an objective 
distance. Raúl’s loss in the game can also be seen as a loss of the 
ability to separate from the posthuman fusion of organic and 
mechanical existence.6

Courtoisie surrounds this central image of the metaphorical 
tele-cyborg with a series of episodes in which Raúl can be seen 
to function as a caricature of Stam’s uncritical tele-spectator. In 
an earlier moment, Raúl watches the news:

En la ciudad desaparecen cinco niños por día. Treinta y cinco a 

la semana. Más de cien por mes. Mil doscientos al año.

¿Quién se los lleva? ¿Qué hacen con ellos?

Hamburguesas.

La tevé pasa un aviso de MacMeat: dos ruedas de carne exacta, 

lechuga, unas hostias de pepino y sal fina.
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Salsa roja.

La televisión muestra cientos de niños. La escena resulta 

 conmovedora.

La mezcla de ternura y caca es insoportable.

Tráfico de órganos, prostitución infantil, dice la televisión. 

Algunos son adoptados.

La pantalla muestra una cuna vacía.

La cuna oscila. (Tajos, 31–32)

5 children disappear each day in the city, 35 each week, more 

than 100 each month, 1200 every year.

Who takes them? What do they do with them?

Hamburgers.

The TV plays a commercial for MacMeat, 2 perfect meat  patties, 

lettuces, some cucumber hosts and salt.

Red sauce.

The television shows hundreds of children. The scene is quite 

touching.

The mix of tenderness and crap is unsupportable.

Organ trafficking, child prostitution, says the television. Some 

are adopted.

The screen shows an empty cradle.

The cradle rocks.

Raúl’s abrupt “hamburguesas,” positioned very effectively at 
the end of page 31 in the “Lenguas de Trapo” edition,  produces 
a darkly comic shock to the reader. The following explanation 
of the hamburgers sold by MacMeat provides the context, but 
the idea of the lost children as ground beef remains as the first 
interpretation of Raúl’s exclamation. What is particularly 
remarkable is the way in which Raúl thinks within the  imaginary 
suggested by the television. Raúl seems to respond  appropriately 
to the emotionally manipulative scene of an empty cradle 
 rocking sadly in the nursery. It is, however, in the moment of 
conjunction of lost child and hamburger that one perceives both 
Raúl’s mental problems and the very complete suturing effect 
that has sewn Raúl into the televisual imaginary.7 Indeed, he 
reads the commercial as one would a cut in a film where the 
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director juxtaposes two images to create syntagmatic meaning. 
In Raúl’s mind, the hamburger’s temporal proximity to the 
report on missing children suggests a bleeding of meaning from 
the commercial to the report and vice versa. Raúl’s inability to 
parse what Sandy Flitterman-Lewis has called “little narrative 
units” of television suggests the kind of complete fusion between 
viewer and viewed that we see in his technological “appear-
ances” on the two television programs. It also serves as the 
 culmination of the narrative strategies introduced by Courtoisie 
in the supermarket scene where the action of the novel followed 
a similar cinematic technique; indeed, Raúl appears to be 
trapped within the cinematic logic that organized the images of 
the first chapter. The paradox of the cut that joins helps to 
explain the similarly paradoxical view of posthuman identity 
that Courtoisie suggests, where the cut and the seam between 
the organic and the mechanical coexist in uncomfortable, 
incomplete fusion.

At the same time Raúl’s inability to separate commercial 
from news broadcast suggests a situation in which the neolib-
eral policies that make “MacMeat” a global presence also serve 
as an unavoidable component of the posthuman’s hybrid iden-
tity. The fact that Raúl is unable to distinguish commercial 
from news program, and that we will not be able to distinguish 
Raúl’s imaginary from television’s, associates the desire for 
 commodity with the sign of the posthuman. This association 
suggests that international capitalism and the market forces that 
spur technological innovation are always already an inherent 
element of the cyborg’s hybrid identity. In that sense the 
 commercials also strengthen the idea of the televisual medium 
as inherently commoditized, an idea that further colors Raúl’s 
experiences inside the television programs. Not only is his 
imaginary fused with the television, it is fused with a desire for 
commodity that unavoidably accompanies that television. The 
self-defeating paradox of Raúl’s televisual imaginary opens a 
series of titular tajos along the seams that join viewer and viewed, 
organic and mechanical, in Courtoisie’s vision of posthuman 
identity.

The confusion of organic body and television takes on  further 
posthuman overtones when considered in the light of Deleuze’s 
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theoretical work. While Raúl’s dependence on remote controls, 
televisions, and knives evoke images of the schizophrenic’s 
“detachable organs” and the mechanical imagery employed by 
Deleuze and Guattari in their exploration of capitalism in Anti-
Oedipus, Deleuze’s work in film theory provides a theoretical 
opening for understanding articulations of televisual cyborgs. In 
his short history of the cinema he speaks of the creation of a 
“new Human beast,” whose identity sprang from the union of 
technology and organic body implicit in filmmaking (1986: 43). 
Deleuze accompanies that image of the cinematic body with his 
postulation that perspective in film is alternately  technological 
and organic. That is, in many shots the camera will act at times 
as the view of a character, at times the view of the audience, and 
at times the view of a disembodied presence that achieves per-
spectives impossible for any human. Deleuze’s characterization 
of the cinematic shot is instructive in this context, “Given that it 
[the shot] is a consciousness which carries out these divisions 
and reunions, we can say of the shot that it acts like a conscious-
ness. But the sole cinematographic consciousness is not us, the 
spectator, nor the hero; it is the  camera—sometimes human, 
sometimes inhuman or superhuman” (20). When we take these 
ideas in light of the present discussion, we can appreciate the 
hybridizing possibilities of the cinema, especially in the forma-
tion of a kind of cybernetic consciousness that includes organic 
and mechanical participants in the production and consumption 
of the visual image. In the case of television news and Raúl’s very 
specific reactions to it, we see the implications of a televisual 
situation in which the camera stands in for the different partici-
pants in Stam’s mutually flattering dialogue. At times, it func-
tions as the viewer to whom the newscaster speaks in the studio; 
at other times, as the eyes of the person viewing from their 
home. Just as the television viewer negotiates the human images 
that shift from organic reality to television screen, so too must 
the viewer unconsciously accept simultaneous realities in which 
he or she is both the human partner in an imaginary dialogue 
with the newscaster as well as a seeing body with prosthetic 
eyes.8 Raúl’s hyperbolic experience as television participant and 
viewer highlights this situation in which the televisual cyborg 
is not only a combination of physical and image-based body 
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 apparent in the news anchor or the talk show host, but also the 
organic body of the viewer fused with the television camera that 
has replaced its eyes.

Courtoisie emphasizes the physical necessity of the up-to-
this-point figurative eye-replacement surgery in the coda of the 
novel. At the end of Tajos we find a section that flashes back to 
Raúl’s childhood. At first blush, the section appears to provide 
the story behind the cuts in Raúl’s mutilated psyche. Raúl was, 
unsurprisingly, a cruel child whose fascination with sharp items 
(such as scissors) and dislike for others culminate in an episode 
in which Raúl stabs an antagonistic classmate (Domínguez) in 
the buttocks. Up to that point, Courtoisie appears to be 
 presenting a clichéd biography of a murderer, appropriate if we 
take into account the importance of televisual narratives so far. 
The cliché flips, though, on the stabbing, as it provokes a 
 counterattack by the classmate who stabs Raúl in the eye. The 
narration then jumps to Raúl watching television (with his one 
good eye and a series of meditations on his elevation to “rey de 
los ciegos,” a reference to the saying “In the kingdom of the 
blind, the one-eyed man is king” (91). This narrative jump 
frames the act of watching television that we have already com-
mented upon with the physical trauma of the loss of an eye. The 
tele-cyborg figures not merely as a side-effect from too much 
television but as the result of technological prosthesis filling a 
biological need.

The news Raúl watches while thinking presents a special 
report, the televised execution of the country’s former military 
dictator, none other than Domínguez, his vengeful schoolmate. 
Courtoisie creates two narrative filters that help Raúl process 
what he sees. The first consists of a series of flashes from the 
first page of Gabriel García Márquez’s Cien años de soledad:

Muchos años después, frente al pelotón de fusilamiento, el 

 coronel Aureliano Domínguez habría de recordar aquella tarde 

remota en que me pinchó el ojo.

Sin García Márquez.

Muchos años después, Aureliano Domínguez comandó las 

tropas del Ejército que cercaron la residencia presidencial y 

 terminaron por derrocar al presidente Salgado. (88)
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Many years later, facing the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano 

Domínguez would remember that remote afternoon when he 

put out my eye.

Without García Márquez.

Many years later, Aureliano Domínguez commanded the Army’s 

troops that surrounded the presidential residence and removed 

President Salgado from power.

We then learn that Salgado had survived the first attack with minor 
injuries only to be killed when Domínguez shoots him in the eye 
(89). The intertextual reference to Cien años de soledad sets up an 
identity flux where Raúl’s childhood enemy flickers between the 
dictator he had become and Aureliano Buendía while Raúl fuses 
with President Salgado by virtue of the injury and inflictor of that 
injury that they share. This literary shifting becomes a coping 
strategy that Raúl uses to organize the execution he sees, a literal 
poetic justice made real as Raúl can thus witness a personal 
 vengeance acted out on a national, televisual stage.

The second filter is the television itself, here functioning as 
the eyes, minds, and memories of the nation in its representa-
tion of the end of a dictatorial era. Courtoisie adds a curious 
loop with the mode of the execution:

Transmitieron la ejecución del dictador en vivo y en directo.

Por televisión y radio.

El capitán dio la orden: . . . 

Domínguez cayó, miedoso, lloraba, muchos años después frente 

al pelotón de fusilamiento rogaba, imploraba. . . . 

El capitán del pelotón se acercó al condenado. Sacó el revolver. 

Amartilló. Apuntó. Disparó.

Le reventó el ojo derecho.

—Así, amigos, hemos presenciado la ejecución del cruento 

dictador—dijo el conductor del Informativo en la televisión 

mientras la cámara enfocaba en primer plano el cuerpo caído del 

tirano—. De inmediato volvemos con la realidad internacional. 

Ahora vamos a unos avisos comerciales. (90–91)

They transmitted the execution of the dictator live and direct.

By television and radio.
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The captain gave the order.

Domínguez fell, scared, crying, many years later in front of the 

firing squad, begging, pleading.

The captain approached the condemned. He took out his pistol. 

He cocked it. He aimed. He fired.

The right eye exploded.

—My friends, we have witnessed the execution of the cruel 

 dictator—the newscaster said while the camera focused on a 

close up of the fallen body of the tyrant. We will return soon 

with international news. Now, we go to commercials.

Domínguez’s form of death makes literal the biblical command-
ment in a web of ruptured eyes that shifts from Raúl to Salgado 
to the executed dictator and restores Raúl both figuratively and 
literally. The apparent justice, both legal and poetic, implied in 
the execution restores the personal and national imbalances 
caused by Domínguez’s crimes. In that sense the connection 
between Raúl and Salgado discussed earlier is also a connection 
between Raúl and his nation, both of whom had their eyes put 
out by the dictatorship—literally as in the case of the biological 
eyes of Salgado and Raúl, but also, conceivably, figuratively in 
the censorship that prevented the nation from “seeing” the 
abuses of the dictatorship as they happened. This figurative 
blindness is, then, overcome by the televised nature of the event; 
the television sets and cameras literally becoming the prosthetic 
eyes of the nation (an image the U.S. television network CBS 
has been cultivating for decades), allowing Raúl and his compa-
triots a glimpse of the act that restores their ability to see. The 
“eye for an eye” that visits biological justice on Domínguez also 
applies to the mechanical eye that television appears to offer the 
human body that can no longer depend on organic sight. The 
complicated televisual and telephonic networks that create Raúl 
earlier in the novel culminate on a Raúl with a camera in his eye 
socket. At the same time, and despite the apparently positive 
role that television plays in the postdictatorship period, the 
commercial, neoliberal context associated with technology 
never disappears. The television announcer immediately takes 
the nation to the international stage with the promise of the 
“realidad internacional” and then reminds everyone that the 



CYBORGS IN L ATIN AMERICA102

presentation of the execution was made possible by “unos avisos 
comerciales.”

Courtoisie redeploys this scene in Caras extrañas, his 2002 
exploration of the wide-reaching effects of the political violence 
of the Southern Cone of the late 1960s. The novel presents this 
meditation in a looping narrative in which acts of indiscrimi-
nate violence perpetrated by both the Right and the Left rever-
berate throughout space and time, facilitated by physical and 
temporal reach of television reports as well as an escrache cam-
paign carried out by telephone in an early twenty-first-century 
present.9 In the first few pages Courtoisie describes the leftist 
attempt to lay siege to the fictitious town of Salvo in the vein of 
Argentina’s Cordobazo, a siege that unleashes the cycle of vio-
lent reprisals that cuts through the entire novel. Just as in Tajos 
the media arrives on the scene at the end of the initial violent 
siege and repackages it for the television audience, turning 
 failures into victories as it adds “sal y pimienta” to the reality it 
reports (2001: 17). Courtoisie then spends the rest of Caras 
extrañas tracing both the chain of violence and its televisual 
representation as it extends through the population and over 
time, commenting in particular on the way that the televisual 
representation replaces the organic memories of the violence as 
people remember not the event but the televisual report of the 
event.10 In both novels, we see a preparation of the reality of 
governmental violence for media consumption in a process that 
separates and unites an event with the technological representa-
tion of that same event.

The manipulation of television as an integral component of 
the political struggle appears throughout the novel. In a scene 
that borrows equally from political horror and slapstick, a 
Catholic bishop is killed during the siege. The conversion of 
bishop into saint plays out on video through the country with 
important technological implications:

El Obispo fue inhumado con honores de ministro y el gobierno, 

mediante una astuta campaña propagandística, lo transformó 

en un mártir . . . 

El obispo, aunque muerto y enterrado, hacía milagros:—Hizo 

hablar a un mudo—dijo la televisión.
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Una prostituta se arrepintió. Se casó con un marinero calvo. Ya 

no volvió a las calles ni a la mala vida.

Un paralítico no pudo andar pero consiguió canjear una  bicicleta 

de carreras que le habían donado por una silla de ruedas con 

freno hidráulico y luces.

Un operado de cataratas volvió a leer los diarios.

Un músico sordo se dedicó a pintar, se hizo muy famoso y ganó 

dinero.

Indudablemente el obispo hacía milagros. Lo repetía todo el día 

la televisión:—El obispo santo, asesinado por los sediciosos. (47)

The bishop was buried with ministry and governmental honors, 

due to an astute propaganda campaign; he was transformed into 

a martyr.

The bishop, though dead and buried, did miracles. He made a 

mute speak, the television said.

A prostitute repented. She married a bald sailor. She never 

returned to the street or the bad life.

A paralyzed man that couldn’t walk but was able to trade a 

 racing bike that had been donated to him for a wheel chair with 

lights and hydraulic breaks. A cataract surgery patient was able 

to read the newspapers again.

A deaf musician dedicated himself to painting; he became 

famous and earned money. Clearly the bishop caused miracles. 

It was repeated everyday on television. The holy bishop, assas-

sinated by seditionists.

Thematically, television’s role within the national consciousness 
is obvious; the media functions as the prosthetic mouth of the 
state while simultaneously functioning as the prosthetic imagi-
nary of a nation of television viewers. Courtoisie develops an 
accompanying semiotics of replacement in the list of miracles 
that subtly supports the vision of television as a Janus-faced 
prosthetic. The list of miracles, in addition to not seeming that 
miraculous, accentuates bodies that are either physically or 
 culturally deemed incomplete. The physically traumatized are 
presented as symbolically made whole through inorganic means: 
the paralyzed man obtains his wheelchair, a blind man’s cata-
racts are surgically repaired, a deaf musician cannot hear, but 
has his hearing replaced with money. Even the prostitute, whose 
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body is deemed incomplete because of the way in which she 
uses it (in a kind of prosthetic love), is completed by her mar-
riage and saved from her “mala vida” [bad life]. The list creates 
a series of physical and social needs that are filled by elements 
extraneous to the body much in the way that television func-
tions as it completes both the government and the populace. 
The syntax of the page underlines the whole process, repeating 
phrases and images as it imitates the cyclical structure of televi-
sion news, the narrative reporting the television as it reports the 
supposed miracles performed by the dead bishop.

With television as the national imaginary, the rebels quickly 
attempt to complement their physical attack with a virtual 
 offensive.

Para contrarrestar, la guerrilla secuestró al travesti motivo de la 

confusión y lo interrogó con dureza: —Me gustan los 

 hombres—declaró el travesti—, me muero por ellos.

Los terroristas filmaron un video.

Mostraban, de lejos, dos fotos, la del obispo y la del travesti con 

pollera larga.

—He aquí las pruebas—afirmaban—. Por eso nos confundimos.

El travesti fue liberado. Habló con las altas autoridades del clero, 

se ofreció generosamente para cumplir funciones de obispo en 

sustitución del sacerdote asesinado.

Le dijeron:

—No—al travesti.

El travesti lloró un poco. Lo mostró la televisión. (47)

To respond, the guerilla kidnapped the transvestite cause of the 

confusion and interrogated him harshly. I like men, the 

 transvestite declared, I die for them.

The terrorists filmed a video.

They showed, from far away, two photos. One of the bishop and 

one of the transvestite with a long skirt.

Here is the proof. That’s why we were confused.

The transvestite was set free. He spoke with the authorities 

of the clergy, he generously offered to fulfill the responsibilities 

of the bishop to replace the murdered priest. They told the 

 transvestite no. He cried a little, the television showed it.



RIPPED STITCHES 105

With the counterpoint of competing videos (as well as the amus-
ing offers to supplement and replace), Courtoisie firmly estab-
lishes televisual reality as the reality. On both sides of the 
political debate, the story becomes the memory; the televised 
images and reports function as artificial memories of the events 
of the conflict for those whose only experience of those events 
came through watching them on television. As a character men-
tions later in the narrative:

¿Cómo explicar ahora lo que era la guerra?

Yo tenía diez años: era fabuloso. Como la serie Combate, con el 

sargento Sanders, que daban por la televisión.

Fabulosa, horrible.

Yo tenía diez años cuando esa guerra, cuando escuché por 

 primera vez en mi vida ciertas palabras y cuando murieron 

 hombres y mujeres buenos y malos, claros y turbios.

A los diez años la guerra es un programa de televisión. (79)

How do we explain now what the war was?

I was ten years old: it was fabulous. It was like the series Combate, 

with Sergeant Sanders that they played on television.

Fabulous, horrible.

I was ten years old during the war, when I heard for the first 

time in my life certain words and when good and bad men and 

women died, clear and troubled.

When you’re ten years old, war is a television program.

Courtoisie creates a generation who, as the children of those 
who used television as prosthetic eyes, ears, and mouths, use 
television as prosthetic memory, the televisual apparatus serving 
as a reality filter that installs itself in the child’s mind. The 
remarks of the man, now grown, suggest television as a psycho-
logical coping mechanism as well. We have seen how Courtoisie 
treats television news as a staged production that artificially 
manipulates reality as it reports it. Here, we see the way in which 
fictional programs provide a way for the younger generation to 
understand the trauma that their nation underwent.

This theme in particular, where the result of a televised 
 conflict is a nation that uses fictional programs to explain awful 
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realities, becomes one of the main thrusts of the novel. Later 
on, Courtoisie presents the following melodramatic scene with 
a commentary at the end:

—Mi padre se murió hace tiempo.

—Entonces es un misterio.

—Sí, es un misterio.—dijo Jorge y le desprendió la blusa a 

Marcela, le soltó el pelo castaño y los pechos.

—Es un misterio—suspiró Marcela, buena.

Otra vez la telenovela. Primer plano:

Se besan. (108)

—My father died some time ago.

—So it’s a mystery.

—Yes, a mystery. —Jorge said as he unbuttoned Marcela’s blouse 

and released her hair and her breasts.

—It’s a mystery—sighed Marcela, pleased.

Again the telenovela. Close-up.

They kiss.

Courtoisie then follows this scene with the conversion of the 
entire novel into telenovela: “Eran las seis. Encendió el aparato 
de televisión que tenía escondido en la habitación, detrás de una 
cortina. Ese día emitían uno de los capítulos cruciales de la tele-
novela Caras extrañas, por Canal 3” (156) [It was 6 p.m. They 
turned on the television that they had hidden in the room 
behind a curtain. That day they were showing one of the crucial 
episodes of the telenovela Caras extrañas, on channel 3]. Here 
the televisual coping mechanism that the earlier character 
described becomes the constant comparison between postdicta-
torial life, narrative, and telenovela where life is narrated multi-
ple times as televised stories and fictions organize the chaos of 
the “really” real, a subject constantly undermined by the ubiq-
uitous incursions into video fiction. At the same time, the 
 prosthetic memory that television provides helps insure the 
 perpetuation of stories that testify to the abuses of dictatorship. 
Here, Courtoisie suggests a role for television that extends 
beyond that kind of semi-Luddite view of television as the cause 
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of societies’ ills that appears to play out in the psychosis of Raúl 
in Tajos.

With the television serving as political battlefield for what 
would become the memory of future generations, it seems 
appropriate that the subsequent attacks on the corruption that 
spawned those battles would also take a technological form. As 
one of the military begins to suffer a kind of escrache campaign, 
he receives a series of telephone calls.

El contestador automático almacena sílabas, palabras, guarda 

insultos, conserva para devolver intacto, para repetirlo sin falta, 

sin errores de gramática, sin furcios, el jugo de los sonidos.

Conserva las frases intactas. La apariencia y la carne de los 

 sonidos para vomitarlos después, puntualmente, sin un solo 

temblor, cuando se pulse la tecla

«Play»

de la máquina, cuando el dedo al oprimir la tecla se meta en la 

garganta mecánica del aparato y le produzca arcadas, cuando el 

dedo de la mano toque «play» y el reflejo automático haga subir 

de las entrañas planas de resistencias, diodos y circuitos integra-

dos, de las tripas tecnológicas de la civilización el antiguo bolo 

alimenticio de las palabras, y con ellas el ovillo prehistórico, 

primitivo, gutural del insulto:

—¡Hijo de la putísima madre que te recontra mil parió! |Asesino 

de mierda, maricón, te vamos a matar, te vamos a cortar los 

huevos en pedacitos, en pedacitos, en pedacitos. . . . ! (83)

The answering machine stores syllables, words, it keeps insults, 

conserves them to return them intact, to repeat it without 

fault, without errors of grammar, without the juice of the 

sounds.

It keeps the phrases intact. The appearance and the flesh of the 

sounds to vomit them later, punctually, without a single tremor, 

when one presses the button.

Play

Of the machine, when the finger presses the button, it is placed 

in the mechanical throat of the machine and it produces arcades, 

when the finger of the hand touches play and the automatic 

reflection makes the words emerge from the flat innards of the 

resistances, diodes and integrated circuits, from the  technological 
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guts of civilization, those ancient alimentary ball of words and 

with them the prehistoric, primitive, guttural insult:

Son of the whorish mother that gave you birth. Murderous 

swine, faggot, we will kill you we will cut your balls in pieces, in 

pieces, in pieces.

Courtoisie creates a poetic system where organicity and tech-
nology elide constantly and where boundaries between the 
natural and the artificial disappear in waves of alternating 
mechanical and living imagery. The answering machine stores 
sounds made flesh in a technological body whose ability to 
“vomit” those sounds later from its “mechanical throat” stems 
from the interface of flesh (the finger) and machine (the “play” 
key). The overabundance of technological references mixed 
with primordial imagery creates a merry mess of flesh and metal 
parts that culminate in the aggressive insult that threatens the 
torturer with violence that he had visited upon his victims. If 
the original war was a televisual battle of videotaped images the 
reprisals must also be technological and here we see that revenge 
comes when the answering machine that acts as the prosthetic 
ear of its owner functions simultaneously as the mechanical 
voice of the accuser, neatly reversing the double prosthetic func-
tion of the television noted earlier. For Courtoisie the archival 
function of technology both visually and aurally is one where 
the technology cannot exist separately from the living organism 
that they archive, that technological and organic memories, and 
especially language, bleed into each other forming living  circuits 
and mechanical flesh.

In the case of Caras extrañas, that replacement extends to 
memory where the television recording takes precedence over 
any biological experience of political trauma. Near the end of 
that novel, a man who was a young boy of ten at the time of the 
siege of Salvo reflects on his memory of the violence:

Yo, y muchos otros, aprendimos mucho con la televisión.

Al principio era en blanco y negro. Después en colores. Creo 

que la televisión, en términos relativos, es una fuente de vida. Y 

en términos absolutos una palabra más. [. . .]

Creo que fue en 1969, justo cuando la toma guerrillera de la 

ciudad de Salvo, que el Apolo XI llegó a la Luna.
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Creo que fue en ese año. Lo pasaron por televisión, en directo.

Yo estaba en casa de un amigo y el padre de mi amigo, 

 completamente estúpido e hipnotizado, no paraba de repetir:

—Qué maravilla. (Caras, 181–82)

I, and many others, learned much from the television. At the 

beginning it was in black and white. Then in color. I believe that 

television, in relative terms, is a source of life. In absolute terms 

it is just another word.

I believe that it was in 1969, exactly when the guerrillas took 

the city of Salvo that the Apollo XI arrived on the moon. I 

believe it was in that year. They had it on television, direct.

I was at my friend’s house and my friend’s father, completely 

 stupefied and hypnotized, couldn’t stop saying, “How 

 marvelous.”

If Raúl’s inability to parse television stems from his failing 
 biological mind, in Caras extrañas the man ties memory, his 
childhood, and history to the god-like, life-giving television. 
Raúl’s struggles with commercialism and consumerism are 
reconfigured as the inhabitants of a traumatized, postdictator-
ship society depend on technological memories to order their 
understanding of the very society they inhabit. In that sense, 
television functions as a suture that joins a national conscious-
ness of political trauma as represented in the later novel with the 
commercials that haunt Raúl’s imaginary in Tajos. Indeed, 
Courtoisie anticipates Caras extrañas in the finale of Tajos 
where Raúl’s final, and only, social act occurs as he and his 
unnamed nation watch the televised execution of their former 
dictator (a childhood enemy who had stabbed Raúl in the eye 
when they were classmates), the television creating in that 
moment a national memory (Tajos, 90–91).11 In both novels, 
this televisual “fuente de vida” gives birth to organic bodies 
whose biological imaginaries have been replaced by technologi-
cal representations of memory and desire while also suturing 
the society that shares those single televised moments.

Courtoisie articulates, then, on both individual and national 
levels the psychology of a posthuman television viewer, one 
whose absorption within the televisual imaginary is related to 
the cybernetic feedback loops that are produced in the webs of 
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information that bind us to telephones and remote controls. By 
so doing, Courtoisie invites a consideration of cyborg identity 
that draws its aesthetic from the cuts or “tajos” in cinema where 
montages of images create meaning by the fusion of mutilated 
film stock. He then extends this idea into television, where 
commercials are the stitches that bind the cuts and introduce 
explicit consumerism into the semantic seam. By applying these 
ideas to the literal and metaphorical cybernetic couplings that 
create posthuman identity, Courtoisie presents his version of 
the cyborg that suffers from the imperfect sutures that can 
never fully heal the cut between organic tissue and prosthetic 
technology. In that sense, the novella eschews the more opti-
mistic appraisal we see of the possibilities of the cyborg for a 
Jamesonian postmodern nostalgia that regrets the biomechani-
cal hybridities that capitalism creates as it produces televisual 
cyborg consumers. Witold Rybczynski remarked the following 
when considering the development of posthuman and cyborg 
identity: “The artificial limbs, to continue Freud’s metaphor, 
itch. Sometimes the scar will not heal; inflammation and infec-
tion set in. Occasionally the body rejects the implanted organ, 
and, if it is not quickly removed, serious damage can result” (5). 
Tajos provides a study of the posthuman at the seams of what 
should be seamless. The cybernetic sutures that graft the 
organic and the mechanical, the viewer and the televisual, begin 
to split, apparently ripped open by the processes that joined 
them in the first place. In the case of the physical trauma of the 
postdictatorship that Courtoisie explores in Caras extrañas we 
see television as a necessary but distanced supplement to the 
biological, its technology providing the only access to national 
history. With that foundation in mind, the commercial logic of 
Tajos becomes nearly inevitable. The shared trauma of dictator-
ship has become part and parcel of a televisual identity that 
facilitates the global consumerism within which Raúl struggles. 
I return to the previously quoted newscaster’s remarks on the 
execution of Aureliano Domínquez at the end of Tajos: “Así 
amigos, hemos presenciado la ejecución del cruento dictador—
dijo el conductor del Informativo en la televisión mientras la 
cámara enfocaba en primer plano el cuerpo caído del tirano—. 
De inmediato volvemos con la realidad internacional. Ahora 
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vamos a unos avisos comerciales” [In this way, my friends, we 
have witnessed the execution of the cruel dictator—said the 
newscaster on television while the camera focused a close-up on 
the fallen body of the tyrant. We will return with international 
news. Now we go to some commercials] (Tajos, 90–91). Along 
those lines, and especially in the case of the desire for commod-
ity, the cyborg body consumes and is consumed by those 
 technologies that deliver global capitalism and promise the 
incorporation of the viewer within the logic of capitalism. If 
Donna Haraway speaks of “pleasurably tight couplings” 
between human and machine in her celebration of cyborg 
 identity, Courtoisie suggests a space where pleasure has yet to 
emerge from the posthuman’s itchy stitches.


