
124 change and the politics of certainty

or, in English, Footprints of Memory.4 We know that the missing body 
leaves traces: clothes and other possessions; photographs; stories and 
memories. But the searching bodies also leave traces – and these are what 
the project is based around: the traces in their worn-out shoes of the 
journeys that relatives have made in their searching, marching, and pro-
testing. The soles are engraved with the names and details of the missing 
person and the messages of those searching. Packed into suitcases, these 
shoes travel the world, testifying to what has happened. The project 
is an example of a slow, painstaking remaking of a world unmade by 
violence, as well as a demand for political change and justice.5

Second, I explore the Forensic Architecture project, The Ayotzinapa 
Case: A Cartography of Violence. While Footprints of Memory was 
initially the inspiration of one individual and the costs were small, this 
second project is a piece of commissioned research undertaken by a 
university-based group that is by now well established. The Forensic 
Architecture project gathered existing publicly available data on the 
Ayotzinapa case, where forty-three students were forcibly disappeared 
in Iguala in 2014. It translated traces of what happened recorded in 
reports and testimony into a series of data points on an interactive 
platform. By combining the traces to produce a visualisation of the 
scene of crime, the project aims to facilitate further investigations.6

In previous chapters, I have explored the role of academic work and 
the assumptions of certainty, security and individuality on which much 
of that work is based. The academic is expected to be an expert in 
their field, to gather data, to identify cause and effect, and to translate 
their research into recommendations for policy that can bring about 
a better world. I have examined the problems with this approach and 
with the desire, common among academics and students alike, to 
change the world. Chapter 2 showed how the search for cause and 
effect perpetuates the status quo, and how seeking to intervene can 
be dangerous; Chapter 3 contrasted such approaches with notions 
of uncertainty and entanglement in the physical sciences. In Chapter 
4, I examined the dilemmas of humanitarianism, and the separations 
and distinctions that the concept relies on and perpetuates, and in 
Chapter 5 I argued that the very desire of memory scholars to change 
the world reinstalls the form of linear, progressive temporality they 
seek to challenge.

7

Tracing disappearance
1

Nothing … is anywhere ever simply present or absent. There are 
only, everywhere, differences and traces of traces.

– Jacques Derrida2

Memorial practices are especially difficult in cases of disappearance. 
Ordinary practices of memory don’t work, and yet memory has to be 
continually kept alive. Families are thrown into a deep, unresolvable 
crisis. When someone goes missing, relatives have to hold two contra-
dictory thoughts in mind at the same time: the person may be dead, 
or, they may walk through the door at any moment.3 The disappeared 
person is in some profound sense both absent and present: in physical 
body they are absent, but in social terms, they are present – they 
cannot be laid to rest. Practices of memory and grieving are put on 
hold. Tracing what has happened and where the missing person or 
their remains might be becomes a life-consuming task. Those left 
behind are compelled to search for their relatives: roaming the streets 
hoping to catch sight of them; racking their brains to think of what 
might have happened; tracing mobile phone records; searching for 
remains that can be identified. At the same time, the missing person’s 
room is often kept ready, their possessions pristine, a note on the door 
in case they should return. When the person has gone missing as a 
result of enforced disappearance, there is a third imperative: holding 
the authorities to account, demanding their co-operation, exposing 
their culpability, and seeking justice.

In this chapter, I examine two particular forms that this demand for 
justice has taken, both in Mexico, where disappearances are ongoing, 
not in the past. First, I look at a project called Huellas de la Memoria 
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or, in English, Footprints of Memory.4 We know that the missing body 
leaves traces: clothes and other possessions; photographs; stories and 
memories. But the searching bodies also leave traces – and these are what 
the project is based around: the traces in their worn-out shoes of the 
journeys that relatives have made in their searching, marching, and pro-
testing. The soles are engraved with the names and details of the missing 
person and the messages of those searching. Packed into suitcases, these 
shoes travel the world, testifying to what has happened. The project 
is an example of a slow, painstaking remaking of a world unmade by 
violence, as well as a demand for political change and justice.5

Second, I explore the Forensic Architecture project, The Ayotzinapa 
Case: A Cartography of Violence. While Footprints of Memory was 
initially the inspiration of one individual and the costs were small, this 
second project is a piece of commissioned research undertaken by a 
university-based group that is by now well established. The Forensic 
Architecture project gathered existing publicly available data on the 
Ayotzinapa case, where forty-three students were forcibly disappeared 
in Iguala in 2014. It translated traces of what happened recorded in 
reports and testimony into a series of data points on an interactive 
platform. By combining the traces to produce a visualisation of the 
scene of crime, the project aims to facilitate further investigations.6

In previous chapters, I have explored the role of academic work and 
the assumptions of certainty, security and individuality on which much 
of that work is based. The academic is expected to be an expert in 
their field, to gather data, to identify cause and effect, and to translate 
their research into recommendations for policy that can bring about 
a better world. I have examined the problems with this approach and 
with the desire, common among academics and students alike, to 
change the world. Chapter 2 showed how the search for cause and 
effect perpetuates the status quo, and how seeking to intervene can 
be dangerous; Chapter 3 contrasted such approaches with notions 
of uncertainty and entanglement in the physical sciences. In Chapter 
4, I examined the dilemmas of humanitarianism, and the separations 
and distinctions that the concept relies on and perpetuates, and in 
Chapter 5 I argued that the very desire of memory scholars to change 
the world reinstalls the form of linear, progressive temporality they 
seek to challenge.
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126 change and the politics of certainty

In each case, I posed a question. Given these difficulties, what are 
academics to do? Academics are privileged, but they cannot and do not 
stand apart from the world. The idea that they can and that therefore 
they should tell others what needs to be done betrays an arrogance 
and a disregard for other forms of knowing and a willingness to trump 
differing political strategies.

In this chapter the question shifts slightly. It becomes a question of 
what we do once we, as academics, acknowledge that certainty and 
security are an impossible fantasy, that individuals are not separate 
but intimately and primarily interconnected beings, and that time and 
space, past and future, are not neutral linear backgrounds against 
which life plays out. What if we acknowledge all that? What if this 
new cosmology becomes how we see the world? Where does that leave 
us in terms of political action, or, as Madeleine Fagan might put it, 
‘practical political decisions’?7 It becomes perhaps even less acceptable 
to seek to impose our thinking on others, but the question of what to 
do, and what being academics might enable us to do, remains.

Relatives of those who have been disappeared are likely to have lost 
any belief they might have had in the state as a benign force, or the 
world as safe and secure. What we call social reality, the fantasy that 
provides comfort for many of us, particularly those of us in privileged 
positions of one sort or another, may no longer function.8 Relatives 
have to find a way of living with real uncertainty and insecurity – and 
how they do that can provide instructive lessons for the rest of us. 
For them, time may have in many senses stood still: they cannot move 
forward until their relative has been accounted for. And they are likely 
to be acutely aware that the idea of a separate, defined individuality 
is a fiction. A disappearance, like a death, is not an individual affair. 
It can lead to a reworking of family relationships as a whole: who 
everyone is changes. As Judith Butler says,

It’s not as if an ‘I’ exists independently over here and then simply 
loses a ‘you’ over there, especially if the attachment to ‘you’ is 
part of what composes who ‘I’ am. … On one level, I think I have 
lost ‘you’ only to discover that ‘I’ have gone missing as well.9

The circles of connection spiral outwards, and lives are interconnected 
in complex and difficult to delimit ways.
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But despite all this, relatives also want to insist on the demand for 
justice and the search for certainty. They want their relatives back. 
If that’s not possible, they want to find their remains and to know 
what happened to them. The person they are looking for may well not 
be an ‘individual’, but they are singular, irreplaceable. As academics 
we need to consider the practical implications of where our thinking 
leads. Jacques Derrida points out that absence and presence, like other 
dichotomies, are not simple opposites: one is haunted by the other.10 
But the impossibility of presence, and the insistence that all we ever 
have are traces: these ideas cannot be countenanced by relatives of 
the disappeared. On the contrary, the cry is: ‘They took them away 
alive, we want them back alive.’ In this context, the idea, put forward 
in my book Missing: Persons and Politics, that, in the sense that we 
can never fully ‘know’ each other or ourselves, we are all ‘missing 
persons’, is worse than irrelevant.11

With the slightly altered question I have identified in mind, the 
chapter begins by exploring the two projects mentioned, how they 
came to be produced, and what was involved. Both work with traces 
of disappearance, but in very different ways.

Footprints of Memory

Disappearance in Mexico is an ongoing problem, not something in the 
past, as in other parts of Latin America. The official National Register 
records 34,656 people who remain missing or disappeared, but the 
figure excludes a number of categories.12 Impunity is widespread, as 
the government fails to investigate cases or to identify remains found 
in mass graves.13 Many argue that the figures are conservative; there 
are likely to be many more cases.14 The situation remains dire, and it 
is against this background of ongoing and historic disappearances that 
Footprints of Memory was conceived.

The idea for the project emerged when artist Alfredo López 
Casanova joined the Mothers’ March in Mexico City on 10 May 
2013. Mothers’ Day is an important date in Mexico, and from 2012 
a demonstration has been staged every year on that day to protest dis-
appearances and demand justice. López’s attention was captured by 
the marching feet. He looked at the shoes the marchers were wearing, 
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128 change and the politics of certainty

some almost worn out. As he describes it: ‘For some reason I focussed 
on the marching shoes and I realised how worn out they were and I 
began to imagine how far these people had walked.’15 He spoke to a 
couple of mothers he knew, and used their shoes to explore the idea 
he had.16 Text from the relative would be engraved on the sole of the 
shoe. The letters would be reversed. The sole would then be covered in 
ink using a roller, and then pressed carefully onto a sheet of A4 paper 
to make a single print – a footprint – with the wording the right way 
round and legible. ‘This becomes the footprint of the relative that is 
searching’, López explains. It was like the process of making a linocut 
print, but without the attention to artistic precision. Attention to other 
things was more important: how the person who donated the shoes 
feels at every stage of the process, for example.17 Ordinary A4 paper 
is used, and if the lettering doesn’t come out clearly, small additions 
are made with a brush to make sure the message is readable. ‘Because 
this isn’t an art project but a way to denounce,’ says López, ‘it doesn’t 
matter if we alter the print in a few places.’18

Feedback when the first few pairs were posted online on a Facebook 
page was positive, and López soon began receiving shoes from other 
relatives – people he knew and some he didn’t.19 He would exchange 
shoes – giving the relative another pair in place of the one they gave 
him for the project. Other pairs would arrive by post. All types of shoes 
arrived: ‘sandals of people from Guerrero, boots, work boots, cowboy 
boots; there are shoes of all kinds that say a lot about who they belong 
to’. There were soon too many for López to keep up with on his own, 
and he had in any case always intended to make it a co-operative 
project.20 A series of volunteers joined to help, forming the start of 
what would become very much a collective endeavour. As the type of 
shoe varied, so did the method developed to do the engraving: some 
with a linocutter – a laborious manual process – others with a power 
tool. In Mariana Rivera García’s short film, we see López receiving 
some shoes from Colombia, together with a letter, and explaining to 
the group of helpers what to do:

Almost all the shoes arrive like this. They would like some of 
this text to be engraved in the shoe. This can be engraved with 
the linocutter, so these are ready to engrave. This sandal is from 
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a mum who is searching for her daughter who disappeared in 
Puerto Vallarta. The text is already written on. We can’t use the 
linocutter here. We are going to try with this.21

Some shoes are not suitable for either method and need lino glued 
to them: the words are engraved onto the lino before it is glued to 
the sole. The colour of the ink is usually green, to signify hope in the 
ongoing search for a person who is missing. Black is used when the 
disappeared person has been found dead, and red is reserved for when 
the relative is murdered in the search.22 The details of the missing 
person are generally engraved on the sole of the left shoe, and the 
message from the relative searching on the right.23

Sometimes shoes arrive with some information but with details 
missing – for example, where the person disappeared – and the team 
does some internet research to fill in the gaps:

This is very important because we are also denouncing disap-
pearances in Colombia, disappearances in Guatemala, disap-
pearances in Honduras, and there is some interest to get shoes 
from El Salvador. Many of these cases are of those who disap-
pear while migrating. There is a big problem of disappearance 
of migrants from Central America. Veracruz is a very dangerous 
region, and many Central Americans disappear in Tampico, 
Tamaulipas.24

The letters that arrive with the shoes are moving, and often share the 
story of what happened as well as what the disappearance of a relative 
does:

No one ever imagines it would be possible to live with so much 
pain. … Hope is never lost and you become a dreamer, you 
imagine that at any moment they could return. This hope is 
eternal and at times I don’t want to know what happened, we 
only want to keep the beautiful and unforgettable memories.25

‘Memory is important’, says López. ‘In terms of how we measure our 
past, to forget our disappeared is a kind of defeat, it’s like giving up.’

When over eighty pairs of shoes had been received, engraved and 
printed, an exhibition was organised in Mexico City, at the Museo 

EDKINS 9781526119032 PRINT.indd   129 22/02/2019   08:34

Jenny Edkins - 9781526147264
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:37:05AM

via free access



130 change and the politics of certainty

Casa de la Memoria Indómita, a café and history museum established 
by relatives of the disappeared from the late 1960s and 1970s, and 
devoted to events and exhibitions centred around protesting dis-
appearance.26 The shoes were hung on long strings from supports 
stretched across the ceiling of the high room, and the prints placed 
under each shoe. It opened on 9 May 2016, the eve of that year’s 
Mother’s March. Many of those who had given their shoes to the 
collection attended.

Since then, exhibitions have been organised in other locations. 
Danielle House writes:

When asked what they wanted to happen to their shoes after 
the exhibition, those relatives I spoke to said they want their 
shoes to travel, to continue to testify to the crimes of enforced 
disappearance and the searching they are undertaking.27

The shoes have indeed continued to travel. An extensive European 
tour, organised by groups of volunteers in different countries, was 
scheduled to come to a close in December 2017, having taken in several 
cities in France, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain and 
Belgium. The first stop was in London in March 2017; the second 
was Aberystwyth. By now practised in the engraving process, having 
worked with López in Mexico, House engraved one of her own shoes 
to make a print that formed the image for the poster advertising the 
exhibition.28 The exhibition was held in a community arts space and 
opened with live music and film screenings: Mariana Rivera García’s 
Huellas Para La Memoria and Tatiana Hueso’s Ausencias.29 A local 
activist choir, Côr Gobaith, prepared and sang a Mexican protest song 
especially for the event, which was shared on social media.

In each place the way the shoes were displayed was different. The 
local organisers chose the venue and the layout to fit the space. In 
Aberystwyth, the arrangement was similar to the first showing in 
Mexico City: the shoes were hung by threads from wires stretched 
across the room (Figure 7), and the prints placed on the floor under-
neath the shoes. In this way, installation is straightforward and costs 
are minimal. Visitors were provided with printed guides they could 
take round with them giving English and Welsh translations of the 
text on each shoe. This arrangement, like that in Mexico City, places 
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the relatives’ footprints next to those of the visitors to the exhibition, 
a call perhaps to join them in the search (Figure 8). The shoes sway 
gently in the air, restless, almost as if they are alive. The comments left 
in the visitors’ book show the anger, respect and solidarity people felt, 
and how the shoes had conveyed the pain of the search. One person 
wrote: ‘Much love, respect and solidarity with the families of those 
who are disappeared. Our thoughts are with you and we will do our 
best to raise awareness and to not forget these heart-breaking truths.’30

It is significant that the footprints are not the footprints of the 
missing; the shoes are not their shoes, as some commentary on the 
first exhibition assumed.31 They are the footprints of the living, those 
searching for the traces of disappeared people and demanding action. 
The project is a making and remaking of life through the  co-production 
of traces.

Although López describes the shoes as ‘a symbol, an element where 
we could try to make visible their journey’, for me they are much 
more than symbolic.32 The shoes are tangible, and they carry the 
material trace of the searching relative. They are worn out. They 

7 Engraved soles of shoes, Footprints of Memory, Ty Celf/Art House, 
Laura Place, Aberystwyth, April 2017
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132 change and the politics of certainty

8 Shoes hanging above their footprints. Footprints of Memory, Ty Celf/
Art House, Laura Place, Aberystwyth, April 2017
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smell. They’re dirty. The imprint of the feet that wore them is visible. 
Traces of the pain are carried in the shoes, as they travel further afield, 
traces of their owners and their owners’ anguish – and their hope and 
determination. Each small step the relatives have taken in the course 
of their search – ‘to the Attorney General’s office, organised crime 
investigative offices, and protests to the Federal Government asking 
where their children are’ – each of these steps and each of these places 
are contained in the shoes.33 It is, to my mind, the impact of these 
traces, and the stories they tell of persistence and doggedness in the 
face of atrocity, that moves people.

The traces already in the shoes are combined with the narratives 
engraved into the soles: new traces are made. The narratives are spare. 
They have to be: space is limited, and inscribing each letter by hand is 
a time-consuming, slow process. But the starkness adds power to the 
story. A few words often do more than many can. There is something 
telling, too, about the way the words have to be engraved as mirror 
images of themselves: they are only fully legible when the sole is 
printed. It’s like the slender clues that the relatives are following, and 
the unknowing they seek to overcome. Their determination is that one 
day, all will be revealed.

The simplicity of the way the shoes are hung, the sheer number 
of pairs, and the range of styles and sizes, testify to the scale of the 
problem. But to hold in your hands one of these pairs and to feel and 
smell them is to feel a connection. It is an intimate, earthly appeal – 
relatives have surrendered their shoes, the very shoes that enable their 
struggle, so that the shoes can travel even further and can speak for 
them, in places their voices could not reach.

In addition to the shoes – their materiality, the traces they contain 
and the journeys they make – the way the project operates is impor-
tant. Engraving the shoes by hand involves slow, intensive and pains-
taking work, and it is done by small groups working together in 
López’s studio. As they carefully translate the words in the relatives’ 
letters, first into reverse lettering on the soles, then into marks incised 
into the shoe, and finally into the paper prints, the stories are merged 
with the shoes themselves and absorbed by those working on them. 
Commitments are shared and communities built – of those in the 
co-operative working to carry the project forward, of the relatives 
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134 change and the politics of certainty

who have donated their shoes, and also, importantly, between the 
relatives and those engraving the shoes. Moreover, when the shoes 
travel, that community becomes larger, incorporating the volunteers 
at each exhibition site working on installing and publicising their exhi-
bition, unpacking and repacking the shoes to send them on their way. 
The responses along the journey circle back to support the relatives in 
Mexico.

A Cartography of Violence

In September 2014, the disappearance of forty-three students from the 
Rural Normal School of Ayotzinapa led to widespread outrage, and 
raised the public profile of enforced disappearances. However, what 
seemed like a moment that could challenge the culture of impunity 
passed, and the government weathered the storm.34 The case was 
not properly investigated, although some charges were brought, and 
the missing students have not been found. In part to ensure what 
happened is not forgotten, Forensic Architecture, a group based at 
Goldsmiths, University of London, produced an interactive platform 
that documents ‘the level of collusion and coordination between state 
agencies and organised crime’.35

Immediately after the disappearance of the forty-three students, 
the authorities made several attempts to declare the case closed. 
Narratives that would later be shown to be false were put forward 
as ‘the historical truth’. It was claimed that the students had been 
killed by criminal elements, their bodies burned at an open rubbish 
tip and the remains gathered in plastic bags and dumped in the river 
– a claim that was clearly ridiculous given the difficulty of disposing 
of bodies in that way. Supposed remains were sent for identifica-
tion to a forensic laboratory in Austria, but only one identification 
resulted: a fragment of bone allegedly matched the DNA of one of 
the students.36

In 2015, a six-month investigation by an Interdisciplinary Group 
of Independent Experts appointed by the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights produced a report denouncing the Mexican govern-
ment’s investigation. In addition to throwing doubt on the account 
of the burning of the bodies, their report highlighted numerous other 
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‘irregularities, inconsistencies and/or omissions’ in the original inves-
tigation.37 The Group’s work was extended for a further six months 
and a second report published. The Argentine Forensic Anthropology 
Team later confirmed that there was no evidence to support the 
government’s version; although the remains of bodies were found at 
the site, there was nothing to link these bodies with the forty-three 
Ayotzinapa students and no evidence of a sustained fire at the time 
of the disappearances. They questioned the chain of custody of the 
bone fragment identified by the laboratory in Austria and noted that 
it showed no evidence of fire damage. Another supposed identification 
was based on tests insufficient to be conclusive.38

Forensic Architecture’s work was commissioned by the Argentine 
Forensic Anthropology Team and Centro de Derechos Humanos 
Miguel Agustín Pro Juárez. It draws on numerous publicly available 
sources in a range of forms: photographs and videos, telephone logs, 
oral and written witness accounts, and details of the spatial layout of 
the scenes of crime recorded by Forensic Architecture themselves. Its 
major sources are the two reports produced by the Interdisciplinary 
Group of Independent Experts, and interviews with surviving students 
conducted by journalist John Gibler for his book An Oral History of 
the Attacks against the Students of Ayotzinapa.39 The project breaks 
down the data in the reports and interviews into individual traces 
or data points and reassembles them digitally to form an interactive 
resource. The idea is that this platform allows the general public to 
examine the traces, recombine them in different ways, and reinter-
pret them for themselves. Parents and surviving students are making 
use of the platform.40 The digital assemblage and mapping of traces 
allows new conclusions to be drawn about what happened.41 The 
platform was shown at an exhibition at the Museo Universitario Arte 
Contemporáneo in Mexico City which ran from September 2017 to 
the end of that year.42

The Ayotzinapa project was something of a new departure for 
Forensic Archtecture. Their previous work focused largely on exam-
ining the built environment, as one might examine a corpse, searching 
for evidence to build up a picture of what has happened.43 As a foren-
sic anthropologist working in a criminal investigation might trace the 
trajectory of a bullet as it is inscribed in flesh to determine where the 
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136 change and the politics of certainty

shot came from, so Forensic Architecture would examine damage to 
the built environment and put this together with photographs and 
eyewitness reports to trace the source of an explosion, and determine 
who was likely to have been responsible. They would correlate the 
angle of the sun in an image, and the buildings that were visible in the 
background, with eyewitness testimony, putting the evidence together 
with a painstaking attention to detail and accuracy. Over a series of 
projects they developed ways not only of assembling their data digi-
tally, but also of presenting it in that way too: maps, reconstructions, 
overlays, timelines and visualisations that together produced a tool 
that could be used by anyone.

The Ayotzinapa interactive platform appears daunting at first sight. 
It takes a while to learn how it works, and how to move through the 
different mappings, models and scenes with their elaborate colour 
codings and keys. The site provides a series of video user guides, and a 
version of what happened, with images from the platform, is narrated 
in an 18-minute video reconstruction.44 The conclusion of the video 
is unambiguous:

This reconstruction demonstrates that the different forces 
involved … were acting in different capacities throughout the 
night: as perpetrators or observers of violence. … It also demon-
strates that the violent phases, including the enforced disap-
pearance of the students, took place almost simultaneously in 
the presence of different state agencies in different parts of the 
city. These events support the conclusion that the attacks were 
coordinated and that multiple state security agencies colluded 
together. All the agencies were active that night, but none pre-
vented the violence, making the Mexican government apparatus 
responsible in the killing of civilians and the ongoing enforced 
disappearance of the 43 students.45

The video voice-over is neutral, objective. Images move seamlessly 
from shocking, grainy images taken on the night to the clean, toy-like 
buses and trucks of the model scenarios, one melting into the other, 
superimposed. The various participants are represented by upright fig-
urines of different colours, reminiscent, unsurprisingly, of the figures 
in architects’ glossy brochures, but less animated and even more 
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unnatural. It is difficult to imagine how someone who was involved, 
or a relative, would feel, seeing these reconstructions. There is an air 
of grim unreality and horror. It is almost as if the violence has been 
disavowed, or disappeared even, but waits, just beneath the surface, 
to erupt again. Whereas in Footprints of Memory, the shoes contain 
the smell and the trace of the feet that wore them, and the sweat of the 
struggle, in Cartography of Violence, all material remains have been 
translated into abstract data. And yet, exploring the timelines and the 
scenes of crime in more detail, it becomes clear that the horror of what 
happened – the co-ordination of the attacks, the determination and 
the inhumanity of those carrying them out and those observing them 
– is all the more apparent for being understated. It is only a certain 
detachment that allows one to take it in fully at all.

In the first pages of his book, Eyal Weizman, founder of Forensic 
Architecture, describes what they do:

We seek … to reverse the forensic gaze and to investigate the 
same state agencies – such as the police or the military – that 
usually monopolize it. We locate incidents in their historical 
contexts and pull from their microphysical details the longer 
threads of political and social processes – and reconnect them 
to the world of which they are part. … [Forensic architecture], 
importantly, challenges architects to use their disciplinary tools 
to make claims publicly and politically in the most antagonistic 
of forums.46

It is a practice ‘that finds traces of ruptures and gaps in the dominant 
and “well-constructed lies” of rich states and corporations’:47

Political activists and other militants strive … not on the solid 
ground of state-sponsored science but rather on weak signals, 
often at the threshold of visibility, pushing against the flood of 
obfuscating messages, of dominant narratives, fabricated noise, 
and attempts at denial.48

Like Footprints of Memory, Forensic Architecture’s project is an 
example of how academics can work closely with activists and employ 
traces of violence in order to contest enforced disappearance and 
demand certainty.
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In the course of her postgraduate fieldwork in Mexico, Danielle 
House – a student I was supervising – became one of the small group 
of people working with López on Footprints at the beginning of the 
project and was part of the team that installed the first exhibition in 
Mexico City. Several other academics were also part of the group. 
House runs the English version of the website, and wrote subtitles for 
the Rivera García vimeo on the project. She helped bring the shoes to 
Europe, and set the European tour in motion. Other academics were 
closely involved in the tour: hosting relatives who travelled with the 
shoes, arranging events, spreading the message.

However, unlike the Forensic Architecture project, the idea for 
Footprints did not emerge from an academic source. Footprints, House 
says, ‘just happens to have some people involved who are academics; 
others are artists, journalists, photojournalists. … Academics, like 
anyone, can support it.’49 She sees the Forensic Architecture project as 
‘academic activist work’, while recognising that academic and activ-
ist work cannot be separated in the first place. Indeed much of our 
academic work, as far as I can see, comprises small, slow processes 
of making and remaking the world. Our research involves sifting 
through traces – of argument, of evidence, of narrative – to compile 
our contributions, even if they are not directly aimed at helping, or 
providing tools for, those fighting for justice. In our pedagogy, too, we 
may design modules that, like Scarry’s woman making a coat, are not 
aimed to produce ‘a course’ per se, but to ‘remake human sentience’.50 
Of course, the context in which we work will sometimes make that 
difficult, as I discuss further in Chapter 10.

Traces of presence/absence

Derrida reminds us that ‘nothing … is anywhere ever simply present 
or absent’. For relatives of people who have been disappeared, this 
doesn’t make sense: their relative is clearly absent. But to say, as 
Derrida is doing, that concepts of presence and absence are compli-
cated is not to say that a person who has been disappeared is not 
missing. They are not to be found; their relatives do not know where 
they are. They do not know whether they are alive or dead. And the 
pressing need to know drives a search for any traces that might lead to 
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a resolution of the agonising uncertainty. What Derrida is drawing our 
attention to is how presence and absence are never simple opposites. 
One is always haunted by traces of the other. Pure presence and pure 
absence are impossible. For us to know that someone is here, now, 
present in front of us or held in our arms, we must have a notion of 
what it would be like if they were not. It is the difference between the 
two that gives meaning to the feeling of presence. Or in other words, 
presence is never simply presence: it is haunted by traces of absence. 
In a similar way, when someone is absent, the trace of their presence 
is still felt – in the home, for example. They are only missing because 
they are not where they should be, because there is someone who 
misses them. Absence and presence are thus intertwined. The one is 
always imbued with traces of the other.

We compose our world through our perceptions of these ‘differ-
ences and traces of traces’.51 We assemble them from a chaotic flow 
of sense data into what then appears to contemporary common sense 
as a world of separate individuals and distinct material objects, which 
are either present or absent against a smooth backdrop of time, and 
a neutral background of space. Such separation and distinction is 
apparent – and produced – not inherent in the world. Not everyone 
does this in the same way: people differ neurologically and although 
for most people, ‘objects and subjects are seen and not their process 
of coming-into-form’, for others, ‘perception dwells in the interstitial, 
perceiving the process itself’. They do not categorise without being 
aware of what they are doing, as neurotypicals do, but display ‘a 
deep sensitivity’ to the process, ‘to the coming-into-itself of form in 
experience’.52

The idea that there are only ever traces of traces, like the idea 
that we can never know everything for certain that I explored in 
Chapter 3, is not something that we can overcome, but the way the 
world ‘really is’.53 Accepting this notion requires us to revise our 
ideas of existence: we need to consider it possible that nothing ever 
‘is’ in quite the way we were led to think it was. That is difficult for 
many to accept, especially since what we think of as just ‘‘‘everyday 
language” is not innocent or neutral’ in this regard. On the contrary, 
‘it is the language of Western metaphysics, and it carries with it … 
a considerable number of presuppositions’.54 Those who have faced 
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the disappearance of a relative or friend, or who live in circumstances 
where this could happen to them at any time, may have already found 
these presuppositions thrown into doubt.

The thought that someone can be there one minute and gone the 
next seems unfathomable – and intolerable. And yet our current 
notions of time, being and existence demand that we think it possible. 
If we see ourselves as separate, distinct individuals, then that seems 
to be what happens when someone disappears. It feels as though it 
should be easier to accept if we have a body, if the body is not missing. 
But when we view the corpse of someone we knew well, laid out at 
the undertakers, it is sometimes the sense that the person we knew is 
not there that prevails. The body fails to answer the question: Where 
have they gone? Ariel Dorfman’s poem Last Will and Testament urges 
continuing disbelief in the case of the disappeared. ‘When they ask you 
to identify the body,’ he says,

when they tell you
that I am
completely absolutely definitely
dead
Don’t believe them,
Don’t believe them,
Don’t believe them.55

And in some senses, the dead haven’t ‘gone’. Families bear traces 
of relationships and deep interconnection. Long-dead ancestors 
bequeath their traces to the living. The idea of a separate, defined 
individuality becomes muted or absent in this context. Features bear 
witness to more than just family resemblance, and even inherited 
gestures resonate. These traces persist through generations. As I 
recount in Chapter 10, when my mother died, I sat with her all night, 
watching closely, intent on every nuance of breath and expression. 
The following day, when I got up and looked in the mirror, there she 
was, looking back at me. I have carried her with me ever since. I can 
feel myself moving as she did, making the same facial expressions: my 
movements and my features are no longer mine in the way they were 
before. None of this lessens the grief, but it reveals an unexpected and 
unsettling insight.
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The absence of individuality is difficult to accept in a modern 
Western culture that operates on the assumption that we are all 
bounded rational subjects. That absence, and the difficulty it poses, is 
apparent not only in families but in the concorporeality of conjoined 
twins – two people in one body. Our need to separate these twins 
where possible – even at great risk to one or both of the people 
involved – testifies to our discomfort with the idea and our com-
pulsion to normalise.56 Though we like to forget it, organ recipients 
too are not pure individuals genetically. They carry more than one 
DNA signature: they quite literally carry the donor within them. Some 
report altered tastes and even personality.57 Isabelle Dinoire, French 
recipient of the first face transplant, whose original injuries arose from 
her attempted suicide, now feels a responsibility to keep her donor 
alive in her. It’s like having a twin sister. Dinoire can no longer think 
of suicide.58

It is recognised that ordinary twins share a special connection. 
What is less widely known is how even an unborn twin’s genetic sig-
nature can be shared with the surviving twin. A paternity test later in 
life can show that the surviving twin’s son is not genetically related to 
his father: the paternity test fails. Given the need to allocate paternity 
to a single person, the unborn uncle is assigned as biological father 
to a child.59 Maternity tests can be fooled too. Such ‘chimeric’ genes 
are thought to be remnants of the genes of the lost twin, absorbed by 
the survivor in the womb. Although not often found and confirmed, 
chimeras may be fairly common, since 12.5 per cent of single births 
start out as multiple pregnancies.

Genetics are not the only trace that remains when someone dies, 
though it is genetics and DNA these days that enables us to identify 
‘unknown decedents’ – unidentified human remains. Material remains 
– the scent on clothes, photographs, personal effects – outlive their 
owners, despite the injustice the survival of such objects seems to 
represent, as I noted in Chapter 1. It seems a betrayal almost that the 
accumulated trivia of a lifetime, and the traces of the body it carries, 
persist beyond the life itself. The importance of the personal effects of 
those killed in a disaster to surviving relatives and friends was often 
underestimated in the past, but the care needed in returning them is 
now recognised.60
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We may throw these things away – wherever that ‘away’ is – or 
take them to a charity shop, when we, the survivors, eventually clear 
the house. But matter is imperishable. In fact ‘nothing goes away’, 
as Carolyn Steedman reminds us in her wonderful book Dust.61 The 
book is an account that moves from the archive to the rag rug. In 
the archive, the dust from the bundles stored there, Steedman says, 
is ‘the dust of the workers who made the papers and parchments; the 
dust of the animals who provided their skins for the leather bindings 
… the by-product of all the filthy trades that have by circuitous routes 
deposited their end products in the archive’.62 It can produce archive 
fever: a real illness.63 The rag rug is a colourful mat, made from frag-
ments of old clothing, that sits in front of the hearth. In Steedman’s 
words again, ‘the rag rug carries with it the irreducible traces of 
an actual history, and that history cannot be made to go away’.64 
Steedman concludes her meditation on dust like this:

This is what Dust is about; this is what dust is; what it means 
and what it is. It is not about rubbish, nor about the discarded; 
it is not about a surplus, left over from something else: it is 
not about Waste. Indeed, Dust is the opposite of Waste, or at 
least, the opposite principle to Waste. It is about circularity, the 
impossibility of things disappearing, or going away, or being 
gone. Nothing can be destroyed. … Nothing goes away.65

Even ‘the death of the material body’ is, of course, nothing more than 
the restoration of the elements that made up the human body to the 
universe: to the stardust it is made from.66 I return to this aspect in the 
next chapter.

Conclusion

For me, Footprints of Memory is not a memorial. Rather, it is an 
example of the slow and painstaking remaking of the world that 
Elaine Scarry talks about in the face of the violent unmaking of dis-
appearance.67 Moreover, it is a co-production. Scarry talks about the 
making of a coat as a way of making someone warm – a making of 
human sentience – as we saw in Chapter 2. Footprints of Memory 
purposefully remakes the shoe: it changes it from something made 

EDKINS 9781526119032 PRINT.indd   142 22/02/2019   08:35

Jenny Edkins - 9781526147264
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:37:05AM

via free access



 tracing disappearance 143

to protect the searching feet into something that can voice the pain 
of the search and carry that pain, and the demand of justice, far 
and wide. But, in the process, the remaking of the shoe remakes the 
world. It reconstitutes relations and restores community. It creates a 
community of trust and solidarity in the face of the fear, isolation and 
distrust produced by enforced disappearance. It does this slowly, step 
by step, shoe by shoe.

Forensic Architecture’s work can also be seen as a slow remaking 
of the world. First they collect material, and then break it down into 
its constituent elements. Then they reassemble the fragments to enable 
new sense to be made of what the traces mean and new truths to emerge 
that can contest government narratives. It is a slow, labour intensive, 
painstaking process, and one that employs digital methods to enable 
data analysis and correlation and the production of visualisations. It 
makes events visible differently. In the Ayotzinapa case, we can see the 
spatial and temporal connections between the different events, and 
grasp clearly how they form a coordinated pattern, revealing intention 
and complicity. It remakes the world as those who were the victims of 
state-orchestrated violence knew it.

In both these slow remakings of the world, the academics working 
with the survivors of the disappeared in Mexico act as data collectors, 
translators, engravers, assemblers, curators, organisers, transporters, 
analysers and facilitators. They do not dictate, they join in. They help 
put traces to work. They take part in the everyday remaking of the 
world.

Traces are important to relatives of the disappeared, people we 
call ‘those left behind’, and to the bereaved. Traces concern those 
who survive, those who live on. It is a question concerning absence 
and presence. Although both pure absence and pure presence may be 
impossible – nothing is either simply present or absent – that does not 
prevent us, as academics, from using traces to support the struggle of 
relatives for justice and for the return of those who have been forcibly 
disappeared. We can perhaps adopt a strategic belief in the possibility 
of pure presence, alongside the call ‘You took them away alive: we 
want them back alive!’

In Literature and the Ashes of History, Cathy Caruth reflects on 
Freud’s discussion of the child’s fort-da game. This is the game where 
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144 change and the politics of certainty

a baby will throw their toys out of the pram – not in a fit of pique, as 
the saying implies, but rather in a serious attempt to understand the 
difficult question of absence and presence: to come to terms with it, to 
understand loss and parting, life and death. The toy is thrown away, 
and retrieved, only to be thrown away again. Freud first interprets 
this game as an enactment of the departure and return of the mother. 
But he then notes that the first act – the act of painful departure or 
loss – is staged more frequently than that of pleasurable return. He 
relates this act to the restaging in traumatic nightmares of the painful 
fright of a soldier’s encounter with death. He asks: What does it 
mean for life to bear witness to death? Caruth suggests that ‘it is the 
incomprehensible act of surviving – of waking into life – that repeats 
and bears witness to what remains ungrasped within the encounter 
with death’.68 It is not death itself that is traumatic in the encounter 
with death, but the repetition of an awakening into life: survival. 
Caruth continues later: ‘The witness of survival … lies not only in the 
incomprehensible repetition of the past, but in the incomprehensibil-
ity of a future that is not yet owned.’69 Survival – living – involves 
the acceptance of an indeterminate future, one that can never be 
completely owned, alongside an indeterminate past. Those whose 
relatives have been disappeared wake to their own incomprehensible 
survival every morning.

Footprints of Memory, in its remaking of the world, and Forensic 
Architecture’s reconstruction of the scenes of crime in Iguala are 
working with traces. At this point, traces are all there is, and these 
projects use them in their different ways to denounce and to demand 
justice. Lack of any acknowledgement of what has happened is perhaps 
one of the chief injustices – and what makes enforced disappearance 
state terror. Relatives live with contradiction, ambiguity, uncertainty. 
They seek certainty, true, but they cannot rely on what we call social 
reality – which is a social fantasy – to produce that, as others do. 
Their belief in the narratives of the state has been disappeared. They 
work in the absence of fantasy to remake a world around a shared 
acknowledgement of what the trauma of disappearance has taught 
them: that the world that others live within is an illusion. None of 
what I am saying is to propose that there is no need to hold to account, 
or to demand answers. There is, absolutely. And every additional trace 
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uncovered, or recombined in projects such as Forensic Architecture’s, 
contributes towards an answer. It is to suggest that their way of living 
on – surviving – can perhaps show the rest of us what an ethos of 
living with the real of a world without guarantees would be like: a 
world where the future, as well as the past, is unpredictable. A world 
where nothing is ever fully present or absent, but where there are 
only traces of traces. And yet a world where action, protest, and the 
search for justice continues. Traces can be used to support that search. 
Academics – and others – help in small, practical ways with the every-
day, slow, remaking of a world.
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